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“A war fought for peace is a war nonetheless.”
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Song was the perfect warrior, a living weapon, forged by the fire of the Great Cosmic Dragon. She had dedicated her life to saving her world by destroying its enemies.

But now, with battle at hand, she felt a strange reluctance.

“For the glory of my . . .” Song spoke the sacred words but paused for a breath, staring into the far reaches of space. It was not fear that threatened her resolve. Despite all her devotion, her oath, her sacrifice, she found herself wondering if there might be something more than this war.

Something better.

“Creator.” Song scolded herself for the distraction and hoped that Shardraku, her creator, could not see into her soul at this moment. Such weakness was unacceptable in anyone of her Rodraku race, the people of the Dragon.

For a Rodraku warrior on the verge of combat, to hesitate was blasphemy.

Song crouched on the circular piloting platform and shifted her weight left. Her Talon starfighter responded like an extension of her body, banking and firing its energy cannons at an oncoming enemy fighter.

The cockpit’s visual display surrounded her, giving Song a full view of the battle above the minor planet Dalara. The Talon’s wings rotated around the spherical command pod as her ship completed a roll, dodging her enemy as she continued to unleash glorious fire upon its hull.

The enemy fighter exploded in a burst of light, like a shattering star. Song’s first kill of the day. It would not be her last.

The Talon starfighter’s interface covered Song’s body with a red energy grid that anchored her to the piloting platform. She bent her knees and leaned foward, directing the ship to fly beneath the cluster of the assault. The sleek, blade-shaped enemy fighters—ships of the Isari, the race of the Serpent—seemed to operate independently of each other, slicing through space in every direction.

But Song’s fellow pilots held perfect formation—an army of silver dragons in space, breathing a wave of holy fire upon their enemies.

Song eased her ship left and down until the enemy warship moved into the center of her canopy’s HUD. Starfighters poured out of the warship’s flight deck.

“Set waypoint,” she said.

The HUD acknowledged her command and located Song’s target through the chaos. A thin red line traced the perimeter of the enormous Isari warship, a profane monstrosity shaped like three stacked triangles, each of which could rotate independently of the others.

The display completed the outline and blinked a confirmation. A green marker settled on the flight deck’s electromagnetic barrier.

Three thousand meters to target.

An alert flashed across the canopy. The missile-lock warning blared as three images appeared on her HUD—a projection of Song’s Talon and two enemy fighters closing in behind her, one on either side.

“Reverse thrusters.” Song jerked backward and twisted her body, her feet secured to the platform by the energy grid. Her Talon executed a sharp 180-degree turn.

The Isari opened fire. Song threw herself forward and alternated her footing back and forth. Her ship danced between the energy blasts, swaying in rhythm with her steps. Yellow target-trackers roamed for a few seconds, then snapped onto the enemy fighters and blinked red.

Song thrust her fists forward. Missiles fired from both sides of her Talon. The enemy fighters erupted, but Song’s missile loadout was spent. “Switch to guns.”

She paid no mind to the HUD’s indication that the enemy warship was now behind her. Song could feel the location of the target throughout her body, as if the mission led her soul, a divine gift from Shardraku. After a gentle sway of her hands, the Talon turned, and the warship again dominated her field of view.

Twenty-five hundred meters to target.

She angled her Talon toward the flight deck at the center of the warship. A starfighter emerged from the bay, and she pitched down. The HUD’s targeting system locked onto the enemy.

Song spread her fingers and threw her hands in its direction.

The blasts caught the enemy where its starboard wing attached to the fuselage, and the wing fractured from the hull. The starfighter hurtled into the thick of the battle at a spin, an easy kill for another Rodraku pilot.

Fifteen hundred meters to target.

“Throttle up.” The Talon’s speed increased, and the electromagnetic barrier of the flight deck grew larger on her HUD, emitting a purple glow.

Five hundred meters to target.

The display blinked red. The warship’s mounted energy cannons spun and fired. Blasts grazed her hull. The HUD alerted her of the damage. Song remained calm.

Fifty meters to target.

She drew in a breath and thought of her homeworld, her people, and her creator.

She thought of her sister.

Song threw her body backward. “Reverse thrusters!”

The thrusters roared to life as the Talon broke through the electromagnetic barrier. She pitched sideways to break the momentum.

“Eject.” The Talon’s canopy retracted, and Song pulled her energy pistols as the piloting grid deactivated. The platform propelled her from her ship.

Her body straightened as she soared through the air. Isari pilots and crew scrambled across the flight deck below. A row of starfighters hung from the overhead, ready to launch into battle.

Song extended her hands straight out, firing as she descended.

She landed in a crouched position as her Talon crashed into the bulkhead. Four Isari lay motionless on the deck.

More soldiers charged through the hatch on the opposite side of the flight deck. Their silver armor matched the bulkhead perfectly, but the targeting system in Song’s lenses locked onto their heat signatures. The enemy had sent only six to kill her. She considered it an insult.

The Isari opened fire. Song holstered her pistols and dove left. Energy blasts soared above her, scoring burn marks into the bulkhead.

Song rolled as she pulled two smoke pellets from compartments in her armor. She came to a knee and threw them at her enemy.

Smoke filled the flight deck as the Isari continued firing in her direction. Song stayed low as she dashed toward the bulkhead. Energy blasts ripped through the smoke, one catching her on the shoulder, but she gritted her teeth and kept running.

For the glory of my creator. Sweat streamed down her face. She had to move fast. Isari battle cruisers were heavily automated, with relatively few crew members. But the longer she took, the more difficult it would be to achieve her objective. She could not return to her order as a failure. The Dragon does not retreat.

She reached the edge of the deck and leaped at the bulkhead. The electromagnetic technology activated in her boots, and Song ran diagonally up the bulkhead panels as multiple red target-trackers appeared through the smoke on her lenses. Song fired at them.

A few steps later, the targets were gone.

An alarm wailed as she raced through the hatch leading out of the flight deck and deeper into the ship. She found herself in a narrow corridor where long rows of doors ran down both sides of the passage. Red lights flashed along the bulkhead, and the rumble of the warship’s cannons reverberated through the hull.

Song holstered her pistols and sprinted down the passageway.

A door whooshed open ahead on her left. Two Isari soldiers rushed into the corridor, each wielding an energy rifle. Song dodged their blasts and lunged at the Isari, knocking away the barrels of their guns with both hands. Her right fist connected with the face of the first gunman. She spun, pulled her golden dagger with her left, and delivered it to the heart of the second soldier.

Before the man hit his knees, she retrieved the dagger and sent a fast sidekick into the ribs of the first soldier. He doubled over in pain. Song brought a jump-kick into his face and pierced his chest with her blade.

The deck trembled as Song hurried down the metal passageway. Her lenses indicated a massive power signature ahead.

There it is.

She dashed around the corner. Two Isari guards stood in front of a thick metal door not twenty steps away. A green glow emitted from the rectangular window behind them.

Song drew her pistols and fired. The first guard hit the deck after managing only one erratic shot. Song dodged the fire of the second guard by jumping to the bulkhead, taking two steps, then rebounding in the other direction. She rolled as she landed, the Isari’s blasts missing her by a whisper. She came to a knee, took aim, and fired. The guard fell.

She searched his body for a key card as the alarm wailed. Song was running out of time, but she would not panic. She would complete her mission or die trying.

Song found the key card on the dead guard’s belt and used it to open the door. She checked over her shoulder as she ran through the doorway. More Isari would arrive soon.

The room was a large sphere, empty except for a thin walkway suspended in the air that led to the apparatus in the center. A glowing green orb—the ship’s main power generator—hovered in the middle of a metal halo. Brilliant rays of light reached from the orb out to the halo like spokes on a wheel.

Song stopped halfway down the walkway and pulled a tiny disc from a compartment in her armor. A squeeze triggered long, thin blades to protrude from the disc.

She flicked her wrist. The device sailed through the air and found its mark, sticking in place on the metal halo.

A countdown timer appeared on her lenses.

00:00:10

Song darted back down the walkway and through the door. She rushed through the passageway, the alarm continuing to blare, interrupted only by the growing sound of explosions. More Isari crewmembers—most without armor or weapons—ran in both directions down the corridor, all yelling in panic and confusion. None tried to stop her.

00:00:05

Song jumped again to the bulkhead, running sideways above the chaos as she raced toward the flight deck. The entrance lay just ahead.

00:00:01

The ship quaked. A loud boom shook the passageway. Song smelled fire and burning steel. Heat pressed at her back.

Men screamed behind her as glorious fire devoured the enemies of the Dragon.

The lights flickered and sparked when Song reached the flight deck, and the screech of twisting metal rang in her ears. The hull would breach at any moment.

Farther down the deck, an Isari man in silver armor and a black helmet raced toward a ladder leading to the cockpit of a starfighter. Song sprinted toward him and fired a shot that caught him on the shoulder. The Isari stumbled and fell at the base of the ladder. She pounced on the pilot’s chest and pulled her dagger. The Isari held up his hand, crying out in a language she did not understand. A strange ripple ran across his armor, which was composed of millions of tiny silver plates.

An instant later, his body seemed to disappear into the deck—perfect camouflage technology—though he remained trapped beneath her weight. Only his helmet was still visible.

“Don’t kill me.” The Isari’s words changed to the Rodraku language. He pulled off his helmet with invisible hands. “Please, I have a little girl.”

Song paused. A little girl. She thought of the photograph she had kept hidden for so many years, the smiling child clutching the flower. Lila. Song eased her grip on the knife.

No. The collision of the five worlds was drawing dangerously close. Now was not the time for mercy. The first tenet of Shardraku’s Code—the divine law of her creator—rang in Song’s mind. Every enemy of the Dragon is a stain on the universe that must be cleansed.

“For the glory of Shardraku.” Song’s dagger kissed the heart of her enemy, as it had so many times before.

Fire and destruction consumed the flight deck. Overwhelming heat threatened to cook her inside her armor, but a dragon never feared the flames.

Song scrambled up the ladder, jumped into the starfighter, and closed the canopy. She punched the standard Isari ignition sequence into the ship’s computer.

Nothing happened.

Song tried the sequence again. The engines sputtered but did not start.

The bulkhead collapsed. Starfighters fell from the overhead and crashed into the deck. The sound of twisting metal was deafening.

To die serving the Dragon is the ultimate glory. Song found poise in the fourth tenet of Shardraku’s Code. She did not fear death, but she would not submit to it either.

Song entered the sequence one more time. The engines thundered to life, and the ship lifted off the flight deck. She jammed the throttle forward. The starfighter zoomed through the electromagnetic barrier and into space.

Rodraku ships circled the area, but Song spotted no other Isari starfighters. Two Rodraku fighters broke formation and moved in Song’s direction. She pressed two fingers against her chest plate to activate her beacon, which identified her not only as a Rodraku soldier but also as a warrior priestess in the elite fighting order known as the Jinsai. The Rodraku pilots returned to their squadron.

The Rojin battle cruiser loomed behind the swarm of fighters. The ship looked like a red dragon gliding through space.

The voice of Commander Hakima buzzed in Song’s ear. “Well done, priestess. Enemy target destroyed. Return to base.”

[image: * * *]

Torchlight danced across the mural of Shardraku that dominated the wall of the sanctuary. The Dragon Creator’s golden wings reached from one side of the cavernous room to the other, its head almost touching the high ceiling. Eyes of fire gazed down upon the golden altar on the platform. In the painting, the image of the creator appeared to be blessing the sacred pedestal with a holy blaze from its mouth.

Song watched as Sarzen, the Rodraku Emperor, took his place beside the ceremonial altar. Her thoughts drifted between reverence and envy. He was perhaps the only living Rodraku who had journeyed to the island of Benzhi and encountered the dragons that dwelled within its mists. Like all Rodraku Emperors before him, Sarzen would one day join the dragons in reincarnation.

The emperor wore a coat of yellow silk over red robes. A black sapphire rested in the center of his gold vest, which was trimmed with a red rope around the waist. Even at a distance, Song could see the sliver of flame that ran down the middle of the sacred jewel—given to Sarzen by the dragons. He had worn the same vestiges for Song’s own initiation into the Holy Order of the Jinsai.

Four of the Shiku-Ra flanked the emperor on both sides, towering like statues at each corner of the platform. As the emperor’s personal guards, the Shiku-Ra wore black robes beneath their ornate armor of reds so dark that the firelight nearly failed to reveal the color. Long, straight hair protruded from the back of black masks that covered all but their eyes. Short energy rifles rested in tight holsters on their thighs. The grips of the swords strapped to their backs extended from the sides of their heads like horns, as if the Shiku-Ra were faceless dragons. Rumors suggested the blades of their swords were black as well, but Song had never seen a Shiku-Ra draw his weapon. She wondered if the tales of their fighting prowess were true.

The Jinsai priestesses formed a half circle around the torches. On Song’s left, Commander Hakima watched the proceedings from the apex of the circle. Mai stood to Song’s right, her ice-blonde hair standing out even in the dim room.

No electricity flowed through the sanctuary. The Rodraku allowed only the divine light of fire to fall upon such sacred places. But Song could hear the rumble of the Rojin’s engines echoing through the bulkhead.

The new initiate knelt before the altar. Like all the priestesses, she wore the ceremonial garb of the Jinsai—long, black robes reaching to the floor and a matching sash around her waist. Gold stitching gave a hint of color to the garments. The head and neck of a black dragon—all but invisible against the dark silk—adorned the left shoulder, breathing fire and smoke over the front of the robe. A black hood covered her head.

Sarzen turned away from the initiate to face the image of Shardraku. The emperor’s tall, golden crown tilted back as he lifted his hands. “Glorious Shardraku, we offer our undying devotion, and our total submission. Already, your power has burned clean the stain of the Phoenix. By your divine command, their world will soon be destroyed, the first of the four blasphemer planets to fall. Now, we turn our eyes to the Serpent, the next enemy who shall crumble beneath your glory. We offer the highest gratitude for the power you place inside us. We are willing vessels. We live to serve. We praise you with the blood of your enemies.”

The Jinsai responded in unison. “We praise you with the blood of your enemies.”

Sarzen faced the kneeling girl. Using both hands, he lifted the dagger and sheath from the gold pedestal at his side. He held the dagger high in his right hand and the sheath in his left. “For thousands of years, the Jinsai priestesses have professed the will of our creator through combat. Now, prepare to be named among them.”

The young woman removed her hood. Black stubble covered her head, as was customary for Jinsai initiates. Song’s own black hair had grown well past her shoulders in the five years since she had knelt before the emperor, but she remembered feeling the divine heat on her scalp when she had been inducted into the order.

Sarzen pointed the dagger toward the sheath. The torchlight flowed over the golden blade. “I bless this weapon with the power of Shardraku”—he slid the dagger into the sheath—“as a symbol of your divine appointment.”

Sarzen offered the dagger to the girl, who bowed her head and received the weapon with both hands. She placed the dagger in the pocket hidden within the folds of her robe.

The emperor retrieved two energy pistols from the same pedestal. “I bless these weapons with the power of Shardraku.” He offered them to the initiate. “May they serve him well.”

The newcomer again bowed her head as she received the pistols.

“Now, rise.”

The girl stood before the emperor and the painting of Shardraku. From Song’s perspective, standing behind the initiate, the Dragon Creator spewed flames around Sarzen and onto the newest Jinsai, bathing her in fire.

Sarzen held out his open palm toward the initiate. “From this day forward, you shall be known as Lila of the Holy Order of the Jinsai, priestess of the glorious creator!”

Song held her breath at the sound of the girl’s name. Was it really her? Had she made it through?

Lila bowed before the emperor. “I shall praise Shardraku with the blood of his enemies.”

The emperor gestured to the rest of the Jinsai. “Now, join your order.”

The initiate turned. The fires provided more than enough light for Song to recognize the face she knew only from the faded picture taken over a decade before, the face of a child now grown into a warrior.

Song wondered if her sister would recognize her as well.

[image: * * *]

Song ran her fingers over the sacred text, the shadows of her hands hiding the words from the light of the candle. She no longer needed to see the letters on the page. Time and repetition had etched the story onto her mind.

For as long as she could remember, Song had spent almost every evening reading about those who’d come before her, the Rodraku who had built their empire on their homeworld, Kyrdraku. The story of Nobuye—the first Jinsai—was her favorite.

Song closed the thick book and pushed her chair away from the metal desk situated in the corner of her private quarters. The book’s textured leather cover seemed out of place against the shining steel that composed her walls and most of the furniture. She caressed the binding, feeling the thousands of tiny bumps along the surface. The gold lettering read The Sacred History of the Rodraku: Volume 1. Despite the age of the tome, the spine showed no signs of breaking. The smell of the pages was a welcome accent to the burning wax of the dying candle.

She returned the book to the cabinet, then moved to the center of the room, placing her bare feet in the middle of a black rug that covered a modest portion of the cold, metal deck. Her hands came together at her chest as she sank to her knees. Song bowed her head and offered a prayer to Shardraku, thanking her creator for another day and requesting the power of the Dragon to destroy her enemies.

After a deep breath, Song set her feet shoulder-width apart and extended her hands. In her mind’s eye, she saw the battle from the previous day. Isari fighters attacked her from all directions, their scattered combat tactics a striking contrast to the strict formations of the Rodraku fleet. Song leaned to the side and watched as the Talon in her mind responded. Again, the two Isari fighters closed in behind her, but this time she required no alerts. She could feel the enemy in her midst.

The Isari opened fire. Rather than repeat the maneuver she had used in the actual battle, Song threw her weight to the side and waved her hands in a rapid circular motion. The Talon spun around her body, its wings dodging the oncoming fire. She eased forward to send her ship on a downward arc. The Isari chased Song’s ship with guns blazing. She responded with a sudden movement back and to the right. Her Talon arced upward into a slow roll. The Isari were a heartbeat too slow in their response. Song leaned back farther, pulling her open hands to her shoulders. Her ship completed the maneuver. She saw the enemy fighters in front of her and fired her missiles with a thrust of her fists. The Isari exploded.

Her eyes stayed closed as she continued her exploration of the battle. Song swayed back and forth on the thin rug, brushing her hands toward enemies that flowed from the depths of her mind. She employed new tactics and different scenarios. More than once, the imaginary Isari got the better of her. Song had died a thousand deaths this way, dancing in her room with eyes shut tight. Dying never bothered her. In death, she found truth. A failed tactic presented a new lesson to be filed away for a future encounter.

When at last there were no more enemies to vanquish from her thoughts, Song opened her eyes. The flickering candle threatened to surrender to the darkness at any moment. She bowed her head for the final prayer of the day: that in sleep, her creator might bring her greater understanding and stronger conviction to Shardraku’s Code.

Song opened her eyes. Discipline and habit urged her toward her bunk, a routine she had followed every night in her five years as a Jinsai.

Instead, Song tiptoed back to her desk, taking care to quiet the falls of her feet as if hoping Shardraku would not hear her steps.

For years, the black journal had not moved from its corner in the back of the cabinet. Not since the day Song had bowed before the emperor and received her own golden dagger. But now, she pulled the journal from its resting place and loosened the red ribbon that held it shut. The pages contained countless notes, observations, prayers, and ideas from her Jinsai training.

A metal clip attached the picture to the final page—a picture Song had carried in secret most of her life. It was the only photograph she had ever owned. Song didn’t know whether keeping it violated the rules of the military academy she had attended, and had opted against finding out. Her parents had chosen not to send her a picture of themselves but instead one of a young girl sitting in the grass beneath the blue sky of Kyrdraku. The child beamed as she held a dragon flower with both hands.

Song stood and touched the picture with her fingertips. The image had faded over time—it must have been fifteen years old. Song still recognized the traits of her parents in the child—straight black hair, a small but bulbous nose, and innocent brown eyes. Song imagined she had looked much the same at that age.

She stared at Lila’s picture until the candle burned out.
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“Tyr’s fang, Valik! You’re missing the point entirely!”

“But Dag, you don’t even like dancing,” Valik said. He hated these scouting missions but loved goading his young friend. Valik smiled and shot a fast wink at Lara, who sat next to him in the snow. Lara responded with a roll of her eyes.

Valik rose up just enough to peer over the trunk of the fallen tree. The swirling winds blew his blond hair into his face, several strands catching in his short beard. Heavy snowfall made it all but impossible to see anything in the valley below. But Valik’s leather clothes, furs, and armor—crafted specifically for his muscular frame using the body parts of war machines he had destroyed—kept him warm.

“That’s not what I’m saying, and you know it.” Dag squeezed the bow in his hand and scowled at Valik.

“If you don’t like dancing,” Valik remarked, “then why are you upset that Elise didn’t ask you to dance?”

“That’s not what I—”

“Both of you shut up,” Lara hissed. “Do you want the blackbloods to hear us?”

Frost had collected on the silver armor covering Lara’s torso and hands. Her arms were bare except for tattoos—various animals of the planet Gunmir, depicted in glorious fashion, devouring rival worlds. The tiny white gem on the left side of her nose sparkled in a glint of light. As always, she wore the hawk ring that had belonged to her great-great-grandmother, the only female chieftain their clan ever had.

Valik hid a smile. “If you’re so annoyed, Lara, then help me talk some sense into him. I’ll keep an eye out for your bird.”

Lara huffed. “Dag, if you wanted to dance with Elise, then you should have asked her to dance.” She gave Valik an exasperated look. “How long has he been like this?”

Valik checked the sky for Syna, Lara’s white hawk. Even through the heavy snowfall, he could see the planet’s massive white rings arcing across the sky, but no sign of the bird. “Ever since Elise healed that scratch on his leg a few months ago . . .” He shook his head.

“Scratch?” Dag faked a laugh. “That cursed blackblood nearly cut me off at the knee.”

“How terrible,” Lara said wryly. “Then you wouldn’t have been able to dance.”

“Dag doesn’t like to dance,” Valik reminded her.

“I hate you both.” Dag crawled closer to the tree, leaning his bow against it, and peeked over the top.

“Dag,” Lara said, “maybe you should just be my little sister’s friend first, get to know her better. Would that be so bad?”

“Absolutely not,” Dag said firmly. “With Tyr the Wolf Creator as my witness, Elise and I will not be friends. I’d rather the blackbloods tear me apart one piece at a time than be the confidant she talks to about other men.”

“Ha! Well said!” Valik tapped Dag on the shoulder with the blade of his battle-axe.

“You’re both ridiculous.” Lara watched the cloudy sky.

“How did Valik get you, then?” Dag retorted.

“How did he get me?” Lara’s tone sounded fiery enough to melt the ice covering the Heimsgar region of the planet Gunmir.

Valik pretended to search the sky for Syna. He doubted he would spot Lara’s hawk before she did, but he would rather face an enraged cave bear than participate in this new conversation.

“Well, you two are together, right?” Dag protested.

“I don’t know, Dag.” Lara glared at him. “Let’s ask him. Valik, are we together?”

Valik shifted with discomfort, though not due to his new armor, which fit him like a second layer of metallic skin. Mari, the blacksmith, already had several requests from other warriors in the Clan of the Last Men—the Magni men and women who defended the Heimsgar region—to make similar armor for them. Mari always shrugged and replied, “Then bring me more dead war machines.”

“Valik?” Lara’s tone was as sharp as the thin, curved blade slung across her back.

A prayer to Tyr, the Wolf Creator, ran through Valik’s mind. Where in the five planets is that hawk?

The ground rumbled. The valley echoed with a sound like the growl of an enormous beast. Clumps of snow fell from the branches of the surrounding trees.

Valik’s muscles tensed, and Lara reached for her sword. Dag grabbed his bow and nocked an arrow.

A loud screech pierced through the snowstorm, and Syna appeared not ten meters in front of them. The hawk swooped down onto the log and locked eyes with Lara.

“They’re coming!” Lara jumped to her feet, and Syna took flight, disappearing into the sky.

Valik stood, his axe in his left hand, his sword in his right. The trees trembled with the thunder of the oncoming force, but he couldn’t see anything through the weather. “Lara, how many did Syna see?”

“Hundreds,” she replied shortly. “Maybe more. They’ve got a handful of scouts ahead of them. We’ve got to get out of here before they spot us.”

Valik slung his weapons across his back. “Probably too late, but we can lead them in the wrong direction. Lara, get to your lorec. Dag, get back to the village and tell Rolf—”

“I’m on it.” Dag hurried away into the swirling snow off to their right.

Through the howling winds, Valik could hear the army of machines tromping through the snow like an avalanche that grew in intensity every second. Valik and Lara dashed toward the three lorec they had brought with them. The feline creatures snarled and bared their fangs. Their thick white fur—dotted with black splotches—swayed in the cold wind as they pounded their claws in the snow.

The first shots came as Valik and Lara reached the lorec. Two blasts of red energy sailed over their heads. The creatures roared.

Lara leaped into the saddle and looked back at the oncoming androids. “Racers. Looks like four of them. Must be scouts.”

Valik saw nothing, but he had no doubts concerning Lara’s connection to the eyes of the hawk circling above. The Ylvalds had strong magic in their bloodline.

He quickly mounted his lorec. “Let’s go!”

Dag’s lorec bounded alongside them through the snow as more energy blasts tore through the air.

Valik turned his head for an instant. He could see them now. Four of the blackbloods were closing in behind them. The machines’ vehicles—hunks of metal that hovered over the ground—opened fire.

Valik’s lorec dodged right. Lara’s went left along with Dag’s riderless cat. The androids’ blasts ripped through the air. Their heat swept over Valik’s skin. The forest lay a few hundred meters ahead.

An energy blast bounced off the shield on Lara’s back. She grunted in pain but kept riding.

Valik pulled on the reins. His lorec skidded to a stop, wheeled around, and charged straight at the racers. He needed to draw attention away from her. “Keep going!” he called to Lara.

“What are you doing?” she shouted back.

The machines focused their fire on Valik as his lorec dodged back and forth. Valik pulled his battle-axe with his left hand.

The racers rushed toward him, two in front with another pair not far behind. Valik could see their red eyes through the falling snow.

“Jump!”

The lorec leaped into the sky, its paws clearing the oncoming fire. Valik hurled his axe at one of the androids. The weapon flipped through the air and lodged into the machine’s head. Its mount swerved left, smashing into the blackblood at its side and sending both tumbling back in a mangled heap.

The racers in the rear slowed as they approached the wreckage, and Valik’s lorec sprinted back toward Lara, who was nearing the forest. Dag’s lorec had vanished in the trees.

“Could you not manage all four of them?” she asked, resuming her speed as Valik caught up.

“I’m not done yet!”

Another round of energy blasts cut through the air between them. Their lorec both roared again but didn’t slow down. Valik’s lorec veered right as Lara’s went left. The machine racers split their pursuit as well.

One of the blackbloods closed in on Lara. The machine fired, the red bolt grazing the side of her lorec. The beast bellowed but did not falter. The blackblood sped up.

“Lara!” Valik shouted. “Look out!”

Lara leaned back. Her lorec slid in the snow, digging in its claws and turning sharply right. Lara pulled her sword as she and her animal jumped into the path of the android. They cleared the nose of the racer, energy blasts erupting below it. A swing of Lara’s blade separated the android’s head from its body. The vehicle tipped forward, and the machine rolled across the ground.

As Valik roared his approval, a blast caught him on the shoulder and nearly sent him flying out of the saddle. Energy bolts filled the air. When Valik drew his sword, another shot knocked the blade from his hand.

Valik leaned forward and whispered into the ear of his lorec. “Faster.”

The creature sped up through the thickening snow. The forest loomed ahead.

But the racer pulled even with Valik. The machine pointed an arm at him and opened fire. Energy bolts pounded against Valik’s armor. Searing pain shot through his side.

The machine stopped firing to reload. Blackness crept in around Valik’s vision. He willed it away. He couldn’t lose his focus, not now, not yet.

The war machine again leveled its arm to fire.

Valik tugged the reins, and the lorec veered left toward the blackblood. When they were close, he launched himself off the creature and into the air.

Blasts whizzed by his head as Valik landed on the front of the blackblood’s vehicle, throwing it off-balance. He lunged toward the machine and wrapped his arms around its metal body. The forest rushed toward them, a huge tree straight ahead.

The android fought Valik, its ice-cold body writhing and making strange hissing sounds. Tyr’s fang, it’s strong! But Valik held on, his muscles burning and his fingers fighting to keep hold.

The vehicle flew across the ground, hurtling toward the tree. Valik saw it out of the corner of his eye as he fought to maintain his grip a few seconds longer. Maybe he wouldn’t let go at all. It was better for them both to be destroyed than to risk having the machine scout find the village.

Or catch Lara.

Valik did not fear losing his life. But the threat of darkness that may accompany death’s cold embrace, that was something else. He held on one second longer than he thought he should, then jumped.

The machine slammed into the tree and exploded. A wave of heat shoved Valik through the air. He crashed hard on the ground, then staggered to his feet.

What remained of the android’s vehicle lay in a smoldering heap at the base of the tree, but something crawled from the wreckage. The blackblood pulled itself along the ground, the lower half of its body missing. Its red eyes still glowed.

Valik froze. He reached for his weapons and remembered they weren’t there.

The machine took aim.

Suddenly, a wolf leaped through the flames behind the android. The blackblood didn’t have time to react before the beast landed on its back. The wolf’s jaws clamped around the metal neck and ripped at the machine’s insides.

The android sparked, and the red glow faded from its eyes, its head slumping to the ground.

The tension eased in Valik’s body. “It’s about time, Sagr.”
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The mead hall burst into thunderous cheers when Valik opened the door. The Magni hero beamed as he raised both hands high into the air. He began to enter the celebration but stopped mid-stride to bow and step aside. He gestured for Lara to enter first. “After you, my lady.”

Lara shook her head, but he could see the slight smile on her face. “You’re such an oaf.”

“I love it when you call me that.” Valik grinned at her. “Say it again.”

“I’m sure I will.”

Valik turned his head to look for his wolf. “Sagr, are you—”

Valik stopped. Of course, Sagr was nowhere to be seen. The wolf never spent much time in the mead hall, preferring to explore the frozen landscape and hunt for his dinner.

A firepit blazed in the middle of the hall, casting tall shadows of the Clan of the Last Men as they pounded fists on tables, laughing and spilling their drinks. The smell of roasted meat permeated the warm air, a welcome change from the bitter cold of Heimsgar.

Valik followed Lara inside and received another round of applause. A small group of musicians played in the far corner of the room, using loud enthusiasm to compensate for their poor tuning and worse talent.

“Valik, tell us of the battle!” a voice yelled from somewhere across the hall.

As Lara took a seat next to her sister at a nearby table, Valik motioned to the Last Men as if bedding down their noise with his hands. The music stopped, and the crowd settled into a low roar.

He raised his voice. “Well, it wasn’t much of a battle.”

“Then why’d you lose both your weapons?” Dag quipped from a table on Valik’s left.

The comment received a huge laugh from everyone except Odd the Dead Man, the pale and hairless warrior who sat on the floor in the corner, sharpening the blades of his scythe and mumbling to himself.

Valik grinned. “I guess there was enough action to get the heart pumping.” He proceeded to tell the entire story, and the room became more and more silent as he talked, though they cheered again when he described how his wolf, Sagr, had saved him at the last possible moment. Like most other Magni, the Clan of the Last Men took great joy in celebrating their connections with Tyr’s creations, especially the wolves.

“But of course,” Valik said, “I would’ve never survived without the unmatched skill of one very strong, very beautiful woman.” He glanced at Lara, who had ignored his tale until this point.

She eyed him with a suspicious expression.

“Without her,” Valik said dramatically, “my blood would stain the snows of Heimsgar this night.”

Lara permitted a smile.

Valik winked at Lara, then pointed at another woman on his right. “So thank you, Mari, our esteemed blacksmith, whose armor kept me from an otherwise certain death!”

Mari was not much taller when she stood up than when sitting, but she seized her moment, rising from her seat and bowing to the applause. She had a mess of short black hair and a muscular frame, with hands that were always either hammering steel or tipping back a tankard of mead.

“Will you dance with me, Mari?” Valik asked. “May I dance with the woman who saved my life?”

Mari’s cheeks flushed as she gave a nod and a playful curtsy.

Lara gave him a cold glare, and Valik felt a twinge of guilt.

The tug of Mari’s hand pulled his attention away from Lara. The band started a new song, a loud and fast tune that brought several Magni to their feet.

Mari drew in close to him, the smell of mead heavy on her breath. “I’ve wondered if you’d ever ask me to dance, Valik, son of Vali.”

Valik’s mind was still on Lara. He had the urge to excuse himself and go sit with her instead.

Mari patted his cheek, bringing his attention to her face. “What’s the matter, warrior? Would you rather dance with someone else?”

Yes, he thought.

“No,” Valik lied. “I’m all yours, Mari.”

Mari pulled him into a vigorous dance that circled the firepit. The wooden walls of the mead hall rattled with music. Women stood on tables, their drinks held high as they stomped to the rhythm of the song. Men sang at the top of their lungs, regardless of whether they knew the lyrics.

Mari was a great dancer, and Valik soon lost himself in the fun. His clansmen patted him on the shoulder as he moved past them, shouting their congratulations on his thrilling adventure.

He had become used to it over the past few years, so much so that he almost didn’t notice when someone grasped his arm. Valik spun around to see Lara.

“Rolf wants to see us,” she said tersely.

Sobriety poured over Valik. He excused himself from the dance and hastened after Lara into the war room.
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“They must know they’re close.” The gold medallion around Rolf’s neck dangled over the large map that dominated the table, as if the image of Tyr carved into the charm was watching over its creation. Rolf’s sword lay along the side of the map, a simple weapon with a brown leather grip, and a double-edged blade with the words We Are The Stone carved into the fuller.

Figurines dotted the table, wooden images of androids that marked the known positions of the enemy. Valik had carved them himself.

The room was much smaller than the mead hall, and the war table took up most of the space. Rolf, Valik, Lara, Dag, and another Magni warrior named Halvor leaned over the map as a fire crackled in the hearth. Valik could still hear the muffled sounds of the celebration.

Dag pointed at a small outcropping at the edge of the forest on the map. “I was able to find cover there and get a good look at the war machines’ forces. They had about fifty racer scouts, a few of those really big blackbloods, and I’d guess a thousand foot soldiers.”

Halvor, son of Jary, tapped his finger on the table. He was tall, with a broad chest and a full blond beard. A war hammer lay across his back. “Could you tell where they were heading?”

“From what I could see,” Dag said, “they marched in a direction that would take them south of Drengr Mountain.” He traced a path on the map with his finger.

Lara kept her eyes on the map. “Any sky fighters?”

“No,” Dag replied. “Not yet.”

Valik wasn’t surprised. The blackblood vessels that soared through the air and rained down fire were the machines’ greatest advantage, but it seemed that the harsh weather on Gunmir had gotten the better of them. The constant, brutal snowstorms kept hurling the sky fighters into the sides of mountains, which had forced the war machines to rely on ground tactics. Valik hadn’t seen one of the flying contraptions in several months.

“Any word from the other clans?” Valik inquired.

Rolf shook his head. The chieftain had slimmed down in recent years, but he was still the most formidable warrior in the clan, and therefore, the leader of the Last Men. “Not for a while.” Rolf returned his attention to the map.

Everyone else around the table knew to keep silent. They had surrendered more hours to this map than Valik could count, charting out the positions of the enemy as well as other Magni clans. The wooden wolves on the table had grown scarce as of late, but the figure representing the Last Men was still in its place. Valik had crafted that one a bit larger than the others.

“The war machines know we’re here somewhere,” Rolf stated. “Even if they can’t find the Valley, they might be content to wipe us out. They’ll move along the perimeter of the trees, here . . .” He gestured to the patch of scribbles that indicated Skjaldborg Forest.

“Heading in our direction.” Halvor moved the android figure to the drawing of their mead hall, which represented Heimsgar, the home of the Clan of the Last Men and the final stronghold between the war machines and the Valley of the Spirit. “How soon, Dag?” Halvor asked.

“I’d say two days,” the archer said.

Valik rubbed his chin as he studied the map. If the machines pushed through Heimsgar, they might discover the hidden pass through the Red Mountains that led to the Valley of the Spirit. Magni legend held that if the enemies from the four rival planets ever reached the Valley—the place where all life on the planet Gunmir began—their world would be destroyed. The thought chilled Valik’s bones and boiled his blood at the same time. “Dag, did the blackbloods have one of those large spear-shaped machines with them?”

To the best of Valik’s knowledge, the androids intended to use the device to somehow destroy the planet. So far, the blackbloods had been unable to find a place on Gunmir where the ground was soft enough for the machine to penetrate.

Only the Valley, Valik thought. We must keep them out of the Valley.

“Not that I saw,” Dag responded.

“We’ll fortify our position, then,” Halvor declared. “The blackbloods could never breach the walls of Heimsgar with a force that size.”

Halvor was right. The stone walls of Heimsgar had stood for more than five thousand years. The machines could take the stronghold with an attack from the sky, but they knew better than to risk flying in the harsh weather conditions of the mountainous Heimsgar region. Gunmir was nothing if not unforgiving.

Yet something about Halvor’s words didn’t sit well with Valik. He had fought countless battles against the machines. With their vast numbers and resources, why would the blackbloods send so few to attack Heimsgar?

“I don’t think it’s an army at all,” Valik said to the others. “A force of a thousand is nothing to the machines. This is a scouting party.”

Rolf frowned. “They’re hunting us.”

“Right,” Valik said. “If they find Heimsgar, they’ll attack, but the racers will double back through the pass here.” He pointed at a narrow strip of the map between the trees and Drengr Mountain. “If they make it through there, we’ll never catch them. They’ll alert the larger forces stationed at Kasborg Castle.”

It hurt him to say the name of the once-great Magni castle and its surrounding lands. The fall of Kasborg had seemed impossible. After the Magni destroyed Calder’s Bridge, the blackbloods had taken weeks to cross the great ice canyons that defended the city, and several days after that to overwhelm the fierce warriors who’d lived at Kasborg.

But the machines had done it.

“Let them come,” Halvor said. “The wave of machines will break against the walls of Heimsgar.”

Rolf leaned over the map, placing both hands on the table. His eyes shot to Valik. “What do you think?”

Valik surveyed the tiny wooden figures positioned between haphazard sketches on the map. It looked like a game, so easy to just grab a threatening piece and toss it into the fire. But sometimes, in the bitter cold of Gunmir, the flames were snuffed out at the worst possible time, leaving only the darkness and the enemies inside it.

A feeling like icy fingers ran across Valik’s skin. He could still hear Einar’s screams, and the roar of the hagaron.

Valik forced the memory away. “You’re the chieftain, Rolf. We’ll follow you.”
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The celebration in the mead hall had moved outside by the time they had finished their discussion at the war table. A handful of men and women were ambling about the room, cleaning up, sometimes tugging a plate from beneath the beard of a snoring warrior.

Valik followed the sound of laughter outside and down a short path that led to another firepit. The other Magni cleared a spot for him at the end of a log, where Sagr waited, chewing on a large bone. Within a few minutes, Valik’s thoughts of the blackbloods lifted away into the snowy sky with the crackling flames that held the cold at bay. Children tossed small sacks of fire dust into the air, cheering as Dag shot arrows at the toys. The sacks made a loud bang every time an arrow ripped through them. Odd had crafted the toys using materials collected on his recent journeys.

Goran, son of Kathan, held court on the other side of the fire, recounting his story of being chased by a karto hawk. In all his travels across Gunmir, Valik had never encountered one of the huge, winged creatures. They weren’t really hawks at all, but the ancient clans had used the word for any of the planet’s scarce flying creatures, and nobody had ever seen need to change it. Most believed the species had gone extinct more than a century ago. But this story was one of Goran’s most entertaining, so nobody ever said anything, least of all Valik.

Besides, Gunmir still had secrets. Valik believed that with all his heart.

Despite Goran’s volume, Valik only half listened to the story, instead busying himself by scratching into a scrap of hardwood with his dagger. Given enough idle time, his hands always found their way into something, and he found carving shapes from sticks to be relaxing.

His ears perked up as Goran reached the best part of the story. The surrounding men and women laughed in anticipation. They had all heard the tale countless times, but Goran’s enthusiasm kept it fresh.

“So it’s after me,” Goran was saying, “screeching like a banshee. I’m telling you, even my dear, sweet Margit never made such a sound, not even the time I came home drunk, knocked over a lantern, and nearly burned down our hut.”

“I had hoped the flames would take you to our creator,” Margit retorted, “and I’d finally be done with you.”

The crowd roared with approval.

Goran took the jab in stride. His voice grew louder. “I can feel the beast’s hot breath on my back. Tyr’s fang, talk about a smell! Almost as bad as Wartooth over there!” Goran gestured with his cup toward the enormous warrior with a mass of red hair and bushy beard braided into long, thick strands.

The clansmen responded with nervous laughter, but Wartooth didn’t acknowledge the insult. It took more than a ridiculous story and an easy joke to draw the Last Men’s largest fighter from his drinking, but Goran never stopped trying.

“What did you do, Goran?” Dag asked. He had finished entertaining the children and made his way over.

Goran thrust his finger straight forward. “I spot a cave ahead, like it comes out of nowhere. And I’m thinking, ‘I’m saved!’ So I dash for it, tromping through the snow. I know this cursed thing is gonna swoop down and chomp on me any second, but somehow I make it to the cave.”

Goran lowered his voice and hunched over like a predator preparing to strike. “The cave is totally dark. I can’t see a thing, but I don’t give a rudau’s behind. I dash into the cave and . . .” Goran slapped his hands together, letting his mug fall into the snow. “A wall! I smack into a stone wall. Nearly knocks me out.”

Another round of laughter.

Goran kept going. “I’m searching this wall for a crack, a gap, anything, and it’s solid rock. I hear the karto land behind me, and I’m thinking, ‘That’s it for old Goran.’ I put my back against the wall. The beast is creeping toward me, those blasted teeth glistening. Let me tell you, if you’d been where I was, you wouldn’t think less of me for what happened next.”

“And what was that, dear?” Margit asked, ever the dutiful wife. They all knew the answer.

“The karto backs up and flies off. It turns out all I had to do the whole time was just soil myself! I wish I would’ve known sooner; it might’ve saved me a lot of running!”

The Last Men were still chuckling when Lara gave her seat to Dag and made her way over to Valik. Sagr stopped gnawing at his bone—now picked clean—and lifted his head as Lara approached. His tail wagged. Valik kept his attention on his whittling.

Lara took a seat next to him. She snatched Valik’s mug from the ground and took a drink. “I guess you’ll need replacements for your weapons.”

Valik nodded. “Mari’s already working on them. She’s going to melt down some of the metal from the racer we killed today to use for the blades.”

Valik savored the thought of a new sword and axe made from the war machines themselves. The Last Men had started using the machines’ own materials against them when they realized the metals could penetrate their enemies’ tough bodies better than anything native to Gunmir. Mari often grumbled about the work, as android parts were much more difficult to shape. But Tyr willing, the blacksmith would be drowning in destroyed machines within a couple of days.

Lara scoffed. “And how will you thank Mari this time? Perhaps you could get her name tattooed on your arm.”

Valik stopped whittling and set the piece of wood on the ground. “All right, what do you have against Mari?”

“I don’t have anything against Mari,” Lara said. “It’s the way you act around her sometimes.”

“What did I ever do?”

“Please.” Lara rolled her eyes. “Can we stop playing this game, Valik?”

“I don’t know what you’re—”

“Of course you do. We’re not like my little sister and that ridiculous archer over there, who can’t string together two words around her because he’s so nervous. We’re not children, and I’m wondering when you’re going to start acting your age.”

Valik looked at her in disbelief. “This is what I get after saving our lives today? Unbelievable.”

“Oh, you’re a hero, Valik, there’s no doubting that. That’s exactly my point. You’ve been a hero long enough, and you know it’s time to claim your rightful place.” Lara waved a hand toward the crowd. “This clan would follow you anywhere.”

Valik surveyed his people. The few children still awake had gathered close to the fire to hear Goran tell of the War of the Creators, a story that had been given by Tyr to the first Magni and passed from generation to generation ever since. Valik had heard the tale many times but had never grown tired of it.

Nearly ten thousand years before, the five cosmic beings—a wolf, a lion, a serpent, a dragon, and a phoenix—had agreed to hold a contest of the gods. The creators each formed their own world to send on a collision course with the four other planets. The creator of the surviving world would be crowned the greatest of the gods. Magni prophecy held that the other races intended to destroy their rival planets before they smashed into one another.

But Tyr, the Great Warrior Wolf, had molded Gunmir into a giant frozen stone with ground thicker and harder than anything else in the universe. Gunmir would obliterate the other worlds at the moment of collision. The Magni would die, but the planet would survive. Once victorious, the Great Wolf would breathe on Gunmir and thaw the planet into an eternal paradise where the resurrected Magni would live forever.

No matter what he was doing, Valik always stopped to hear that part of the story.

When Goran finished, Lara was still watching Valik, as if waiting for him to respond.

Valik retrieved the chunk of wood from the ground and went back to carving it with his dagger. “Why do you care so much what I do?”

“Because I’m in love with you, you fool.” The words were said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

Valik couldn’t bring himself to look at her. He cut a few more pieces away from the wood, then blew on his creation. Even with the roaring fire, something cold seized his heart and would not let go. He said nothing.

Lara waited a long moment, then began to walk back to her sister.

“Lara . . .” Valik said.

She stopped and slowly turned.

Valik studied the figure in his hand. The wings were a bit hard to make out in the dark, but the eyes and beak had turned out better than expected.

“Here.” Valik tossed Lara the figure—a tiny, wooden hawk clutching a wildflower in its talons.

Lara caught the gift. The anger on her face melted away, and she mouthed a silent “Thank you.”

He gave her a small smile and nod.
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Princess Fallon Demir stood before a council of her dead ancestors, awaiting their guidance. But despite the ever-present cold of this dark room hidden fifty feet below the Isari royal palace, the excitement warmed her skin, the thrill of a lifelong dream at hand.

“The time is now,” Fallon’s late father announced. The Isari people had titled Seran Demir the King of the Last Millennium during his reign. “We must make our move against the Lord Protector. You will claim your rightful throne. Fallon of House Demir, Queen of the Isari.”

The call to seize power stirred the wildest parts of Fallon’s soul. After nearly a decade of meeting with them in secret, the deceased kings and queen of House Demir had finally given her their consent. Her time to rule had come.

The hologram of King Seran sat in the middle of the three computer-generated apparitions. Seran’s mother, Queen Feray, occupied the seat on his right. On Seran’s left sat his grandfather, King Azam, Isarion’s first king and Fallon’s great-grandfather.

They each rested on images of the Isari throne, recreated with all due resplendence by hundreds of tiny projectors in the ceiling and a small, dusty control panel in the corner of the room. If a stranger wandered into the chamber, he would have never known the three late monarchs were actually artificial intelligence holograms, unless he had the audacity to try touching them.

Fallon stood tall, tossing her long, dark hair away from her face, presenting herself to her ancestors as a queen should—as an equal.

Fallon concentrated on what she would say next, not only the words, but also the power she would put behind them. Her voice echoed in the tiny room. “I have waited all my life to hear you say that, Father.”

King Seran’s eyes glistened. The hologram captured her father just as Fallon remembered him—shoulder-length brown hair, wavy as the mist off the Isari swamplands, with the slightest suggestion of gray. He had wrinkles along the sides of his chocolate-brown eyes, and a short beard. Simple geometric patterns repeated in dull greens across his bodysuit, over which he wore a king’s cloak. A three-pointed crown—the emblem of House Demir—adorned the left side of his chest.

“The Lord Protector will not easily surrender his throne,” he now said. “Ahriman Vartanian was always stubborn in his ideals. You will have to take that which is rightfully yours, but this will require patience.”

Patience. The word pierced Fallon. Why should she wait another breath while someone not of royal blood occupied her seat on the Isari throne?

“Father, you know I respect you,” she said, “but we don’t have much time. I’m almost eighteen. If I am not crowned when the senate officially recognizes my adulthood, Ahriman will surely delay my ascension for as long as he can. The Rodraku have seized Dalara. Evstrion will be next. Ahriman is allowing the enemy onto our doorstep.”

“All the more reason to heed our advice,” Seran said. “The Rodraku offensive has given Ahriman ample reason to deny you the throne. He will continue spouting to the senate—now more than ever, I imagine—that this is not the time to place a child into power. And they will listen to him. He has spent the last several years bleeding the throne of its power and giving it to them.”

Fallon stiffened. The memory of Ahriman standing before the senate on the previous day flashed in her mind. A single tear had dampened the Lord Protector’s eye as he’d mourned the death of Arash, his oldest son and commander of the Isari warship destroyed in the most recent Rodraku attack.

But Ahriman’s words had carried poison as he’d addressed the governing body, recommending that they postpone Fallon’s ascension to the throne despite her pending adulthood.

“Your father is right.” Queen Feray’s hologram appeared younger than that of her son. Fallon always marveled at the beauty of her grandmother, almost as much as her cunning.

A simple but elegant pin pulled back her grandmother’s long, dark hair, ringlets falling over her shoulders. Feray stared at Fallon with sharp blue eyes framed with long, dark lashes. “But it is also true that we cannot wait for Ahriman to prove his incompetence. As you said, our forces can hold the Rodraku at bay for only so long. Despite your coming of age, it will be years before the senate sees you as mature enough to rule.”

Fallon held her head high. “Then what do you propose I do?”

King Azam’s hologram appeared much older than her grandmother and father. Fallon’s great-grandfather had developed this technology, which he called “eternal life,” long after time had coaxed him from his youth. Azam’s lined face was forever shaved clean. He had short gray hair and wisdom brimming in his green eyes. “You must destroy him by whatever means necessary.”

Fallon didn’t flinch. “How will I do that?”

Seran stood. His throne vanished as he approached his daughter. “From the shadows, my sweet princess. From the shadows.”

Fallon closed her eyes and imagined she could smell her father again, the familiar scent of his cologne mixed with thousands of dusty books. Fallon’s arms longed to wrap around him, feel the scratch of his beard against her skin.

But that time had passed. The vision before her was not Seran but more like a family legacy, a journal of knowledge written by her father, a book she would never finish reading.

When she opened her eyes and saw her father’s hologram smile at her, she forgot about it all. He was here with her as he had always been, as House Demir always would be, her dearest secret, her greatest advantage. They existed beyond the chains of time to lift her up with their collected wisdom and experience.

By her great-grandfather’s brilliant design, her ancestors’ minds had been uploaded before their deaths so they could continue to learn and advise their descendants. House Demir existed now like apparitions haunting the palace’s internal networks, unnoticed as they gathered information. Fallon always felt them watching over her.

With their guidance, she would take her rightful place as queen, the ruler who would see the four rival worlds destroyed before their planet, Isarion, reached the collision point. Cyra, their despised Serpent Creator, had sworn to the first Isari that if their ancestors won the War of the Creators, she would mold for them an eternal sun, then leave the planet alone forever, their debt to her paid in full. Finally, they would have peace. They would be free.

Fallon’s spirit ran with resolve. It would be her name, not Ahriman’s, that the Isari celebrated for the rest of time. She would not be pushed aside from her birthright, nor would she watch her people die under the rule of a foolish usurper.

She was Fallon Demir, daughter of King Seran Demir, rightful heir to the throne of Isarion.

She looked at her father. “I am ready to begin.”
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The cold, marble floor pressed against Fallon’s bare feet as she traversed the empty hall. The light of the stars eased through the towering windows on her left, rendering useless the soft glow of the lamps hung along the wall.

She paused to admire the carvings that covered the great hall, millions of intricate shapes and designs that ran throughout the entire palace. Her father had often told her that the artists who carved these designs were among the greatest mathematicians in the history of the Isari.

Given enough time, Fallon could place her finger on any point in the wall and trace a path to any other spot in the entire palace without ever pulling her hand away. The Isari elite liked to boast that every square inch of design was unique; no pattern ever repeated anywhere else in the palace. As a child, Fallon had tested this several times and never succeeded in proving them wrong.

She ignored the vacant throne as she angled toward the door in the far corner of the room. With any luck, she would find the kitchen deserted of people but filled with leftover food from the funeral banquet for Arash Vartanian, the son of the Lord Protector. Not that the Princess of House Demir needed to explain her late hours to palace staff, but she preferred to avoid their unspoken questions all the same.

Fallon crossed the threshold and peeked down the corridor. As suspected, a gentle light spilled through the kitchen door into the dark hallway. She saw no one and relaxed.

“You missed the feast.”

Fallon’s breath caught. She didn’t need to turn around to know who had discovered her sneaking about. His voice had deepened with age, but she would have known it anywhere.

“Shahin Vartanian.” She spun to face him. “It’s been a long time.”

Shahin wore a dark gray bodysuit—standard fare for an officer in the Isari fleet. A star on his chest made of three intersecting green triangles denoted his rank of major. It seemed a bit out of place, sitting eight inches beneath such a young face.

How much older was he than Fallon? Five years? More than enough, she remembered, for him to pat her head insultingly when he’d left for the academy. Fallon had cried that night and spent the following week despising herself for the tears.

“I saw you across the room at the memorial ceremony,” Shahin said, “but why weren’t you at the banquet?”

“I’m sorry about that. I couldn’t find anything to wear.” Fallon shrugged and gestured at her clothing—a simple, black dress that flattered her form, one of her favorites.

Shahin came closer. He smelled exactly as she remembered, like an engine draped with fancy clothes. “Maybe you left your better gowns in the same place as your shoes.”

Fallon shifted her weight between her bare feet and pasted a concerned expression across her face. She had spent hours in the mirror practicing this visage, memorizing the exact way her face felt when she had it just right.

Her fingers brushed his arms. “I was sorry to hear about your brother. Arash Vartanian was a good man, worthy of a thousand feasts.”

Shahin’s eyes flicked to the throne. “He will be missed.”

Fallon waited until the Lord Protector’s son looked back at her. A queen deserved eye contact. “What are you doing up so late?” she asked.

“I should ask you the same thing.”

Fallon calculated her options. Shahin was no fool, and the Vartanians would keep a close eye on her now that Ahriman had made clear his intention to delay her coronation for as long as possible. She needed to be careful. If she came off as too coy or eager to get away, he would know she had been up to something. She couldn’t risk anyone learning about her conclave of ancestors. She valued their advice above any weapon at her disposal.

“It’s rude to ask me a question that you won’t answer yourself,” she said, “but if you must know, I’m coming from the gardens.” Her lies would be harder to taste when diluted with harmless truths. She often crept through the old gardens at night, sneaking bites of the delicious berries that grew on the north-end bushes during the summer.

Shahin made a face. “The gardens? Why?”

Fallon turned her head. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand. Your father would have destroyed the gardens a long time ago if I hadn’t protested before the senate. Simply because we despise our creator shouldn’t mean we can’t enjoy what she—”

“I like the birds in the garden.” Shahin’s voice had a gentle candor.

She faltered. “You do?”

Shahin brushed a wisp of hair away from her face. “I always have. They’re fascinating creatures. Maybe that’s why I became a pilot.”

A tingle ran down Fallon’s spine at the touch of his hand. She almost stepped away on instinct. Her grandmother’s lessons on flirtatious manipulation flooded her mind. Was the Lord Protector’s son playing games with her, or had she caught him revealing a genuine interest? One possibility meant danger, the other meant opportunity, but both presented a risk. She needed time to consider it.

“But those birds never get to fly,” Fallon pointed out. “They’re always kept in cages. I don’t think that’s really why you became a pilot.”

Shahin’s face betrayed a flash of pain. She had cut deeper than intended, particularly as only hours had passed since his brother’s memorial.

After a moment, Shahin forced a smile and feigned the slightest bow. His handsome features served him well. “Well then, I’ll leave you to it. Good night, my princess.”

His departing footsteps rang out against the high walls.
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An image of the minor planet Dalara hovered over the long, rectangular table. The Isari war council stared at the rotating sphere as if waiting for the hologram to abandon the shade of red that signified enemy occupation.

But the planet only rotated in place, taunting their failure.

The daylight through the stained glass windows cast an almost cheerful glow over the silent room. Rays of green, red, and blue fell across the table, giving life to the intricate patterns etched on its surface. Fallon’s father had commissioned this room to be the epitome of technology and simplicity, a place where the Isari leaders could concentrate on their wars without distraction. The windows and the table were the sole elements of anything that could be called “design” in the otherwise plain room. Both were contributions of Fallon’s late mother.

Ahriman glared at the planet he had lost to the Rodraku. The Lord Protector occupied the chair across from Fallon at the end of the table. Her father’s chair.

No. It was her chair now. She must not forget that.

Fallon remembered well the view from that side of the room, having spent countless hours on her father’s lap as he taught her the finer points of strategy and tactics. He had used holograms to teach Fallon about the War of the Creators and their five worlds, all traveling throughout the universe from different directions.

Each world moved from one star to the next on a ten-thousand-year journey toward the inevitable collision point, where all five would converge at the same time if not obliterated before time ran out. Always her father would tell her how the Isari would free themselves from the bonds of Cyra, their Serpent Creator, by destroying the other planets and ending the war.

I will sit in that chair again. Soon.

Four council members lined each side of the table, all waiting for the Lord Protector to break the silence. Perhaps he was envisioning the battle that had taken place in the space above Dalara’s surface. Could he still see the green blip that had been his son’s warship, the tiny block of light that had vanished without any apparent assault from the Rodraku battle cruisers? The thought aroused a strange conflict inside Fallon’s mind. She could never take joy in the victory of an enemy, but perhaps the greater threat was the Lord Protector sitting across from her.

Shahin watched from the corner of the room. He refused to sit in the ornate chair they had brought him from the hall, which clashed with the basic black seats occupied by everyone else. Isari fleet officers were welcomed in these sessions, but they were not members of the war council.

Of course, neither was Fallon. Her bloodline paid for her seat but fell short of gaining her a vote. Fallon had Ahriman to thank for that. The crown’s authority had been siphoned off in the years following her father’s death. The senate now made domestic decisions without royal approval, and the war council voted on all military matters. The opinions of House Demir were heard at the table, but when the time came for the council to vote, she had to sit and watch, as she had the day they lost Dalara, the first major Rodraku victory of the war. The race of the Dragon now held the upper hand.

“Clear it.” Ahriman’s stern voice resonated against the walls as Dalara disappeared. Despite his advanced age, his face had no lines, a tribute to the Isari’s advanced medical technology. Ahriman’s body suggested a former warrior, tall and athletic, but his green eyes lacked the conviction of a man who had proven himself on the battlefield.

Yet as she studied him, Fallon didn’t doubt that Ahriman had been attractive as a younger man, nor did she mind acknowledging the thought. It was wise to be honest with herself about her enemies, particularly when considering their strengths.

He leaned back. “Show me Evstrion.”

The hologram of the minor planet materialized in a pleasing green, safe under the protection of the Isari. At least for now.

The mood in the room seemed to improve a little. Lord Kalim Magorian breathed an audible sigh. Though the former general was the oldest member of the council, House Magorian was fairly new among Isarion’s great houses.

Of Isarion’s three minor planets, two were currently under their control—Gaetorus, which stood between their homeworld, Isarion, and the planet of the war machines, and Evstrion, one of two minor planets between Isarion and Kyrdraku. Cyra had created the minor planets—all much smaller than Isarion itself—as buffers between the Serpent homeworld and their enemies.

Ahriman stood. “When can we expect an attack?”

Nabila Najim, the head of Isari Intelligence, raised her chin. “Our spies dig deeper into the Rodraku inner workings every day. The dragons suffered heavy losses in their assault on Dalara. They’re unlikely to risk an attack before their forces have returned to full strength. They know our embedded defenses on Evstrion are stronger than what they encountered on Dalara.”

Ahriman gave a quick nod, then shot his gaze to General Yilmaz. “And how are our defenses on Evstrion?”

General Yilmaz also stood and gestured to the image of the minor planet. Blue dots speckled the surface of the hologram. “Our defensive outposts are fully operational, with extra personnel and ammunition.”

The commander of the Isari fleet, Admiral Jovan Jirair, spoke next. “The majority of our ships are docked on Isarion. They’re undergoing repairs from the battle at Dalara, but we’re on high alert. We’ll launch everything we have if Evstrion raises the alarm.”

Fallon admired Jovan Jirair, a good leader who never showed any hint of fearing the Lord Protector’s authority. The admiral would make a valuable ally after she took her throne, but she had not been able to discern where his loyalties lay. If something happened to Ahriman before she secured her claim, Jirair could prove a dangerous adversary for power, especially during wartime. Fallon’s operatives had yet to uncover any useful intelligence on him.

Yilmaz sat down, and Ahriman paced the room. Fallon knew what would come next. She recognized the Lord Protector’s subconscious tendencies better than he could have known them himself. The next question would be for Erol Koray, the one member of the council without any military experience.

“And the other planets?” Ahriman asked without looking at Koray.

Fallon hid a smile. The head of Isarion’s interstellar observation and surveillance never failed to entertain when given the attention of the room.

Koray stayed seated as he answered eagerly. “Yes, my Lord Protector. As an ever-vigilant member of this esteemed council, I have spent my days watching the stars for signs of lions, wolves, or . . . well, what is the plural of phoenix anyway? Does anybody know? Is it phoeni? No, that can’t be right. I mean, if we’re the most cunning of races, we should be able to determine—”

“Get on with it, Koray,” Ahriman interrupted.

Koray mocked a bow from his chair. “Presently, my lord. My sincerest apologies. The curious mind does wander, doesn’t it?”

Fallon stifled a laugh but took note of the moment. Erol Koray’s understanding of the universe made him an invaluable member of the council. She knew it, Ahriman knew it, and Koray knew it.

After a brief moment, the astronomer continued, “Well, those troublesome dragons have wrapped up the problem of the Avarix race, but they’re not quite done stripping the Phoenix planet of its resources. My team continues to see Rodraku ships going back and forth from Avarios, though the frequency has lessened.”

“Our intelligence suggests the same,” Nabila Najim said.

Koray clapped his hands. “Bravo, Nabila. We’re the picture of teamwork, aren’t we? It’s a beautiful thing, my people watching our enemies from the outside, your operatives scouting from the inside. It’s just like—”

“What about the other two planets?” Ahriman stopped pacing and glared at Koray.

Even the exuberant Erol Koray understood his limits. He sobered. “The Magni and the androids are occupied with each other. No signs of aggression toward Gaetorus or Isarion . . . yet.”

“Good.” Ahriman sat back down. “Time is our ally, at least for the moment. With our forces depleted, a battle is the last thing we need right now.”

Something sparked in Fallon’s mind. She straightened in her chair. “A battle may be exactly what we need.”

Every head on the council turned to her. Ahriman leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table. “What did you say? You must speak up, child.”

It required all of Fallon’s resolve not to glower at him. She remained poised and raised her voice, careful to focus on volume without adding tension. “The Rodraku must be frothing at the mouth to take Evstrion. We hurt them at Dalara, but not nearly as much as they hurt us. They would never expect to be lured into another fight so soon.”

General Yilmaz cocked his bald head as he regarded her. “What are you proposing?”

“We use our spies inside the Rodraku capital to leak information that our fleet has returned to Isarion, leaving Evstrion vulnerable,” she said. “But in fact, our forces will be waiting close to the planet to spring the trap. We’ll catch them by surprise and annihilate a significant portion of their fleet.”

“What surprise?” Ahriman asked. “The Rodraku know we will fight for Evstrion, regardless of whether we have to use hyperdrives to launch our fleet from this planet or are waiting there when they arrive. Nothing about this changes their tactics.”

The hairs on Fallon’s neck stood on end. This was the critical moment. “It does if they believe they are getting the jump on us. General Yilmaz, it is far easier to defend a position than to take it, correct?”

The general nodded.

The Lord Protector leaned farther over the table, as if trying to catch Yilmaz’s attention. “Even if we were unprepared,” he pointed out, “the Rodraku wouldn’t have time to seize the planet before our fleet arrived. Our forces would be there within an hour of the distress signal.”

“A distress signal,” Fallon said quickly, “that as far as the Rodraku know, will never come. Lord Koray, how do we communicate with Evstrion and Dalara?”

Koray smiled. He was not a lord in the formal sense of the word, but Fallon knew he would appreciate the gesture. “I believe I am beginning to comprehend your proposal, Your Highness,” he said with a slight smile. “All communications with the minor planets relay through towers on our moons.”

“I thought so,” Fallon said. “And if the Rodraku believe they can disable the relay . . .”

Koray’s eyes went wide with excitement. “Then we shall never receive the distress signal, at least in their minds. Well done, Your Highness. Quite brilliant.”

“Quite dangerous.” Ahriman’s voice was sharp. The members of the council eyed their Lord Protector. Shahin kept watching Fallon.

“Your plan is cunning,” Ahriman said, “but you’re overplaying our hand for results that aren’t worthwhile. You’re inciting an attack on a critical strategic position by an enemy that might be better suited to take it than we are to defend it. Not to mention your proposal risks exposing our spies within the highest levels of the Rodraku command, and for what reward? If we could reclaim Dalara, it might justify the risk, but the best we can hope for is to weaken their forces.”

Fallon fought down a feeling of discouragement. Why couldn’t they see? The Rodraku derived their greatest advantage from their military strength. How could Ahriman pass on an opportunity to thin their numbers?

Composure and poise. The council members would judge her in this moment, watching how she reacted, evaluating her response. Fallon considered arguing her position further but decided against it. Her face took on the expression she had practiced to feign agreement with a dash of admiration—a slight narrowing of the eyes accompanied by an understated smile. “Of course, Lord Vartanian. Well said.”

Ahriman appraised her. “But it was an idea worth exploring, Princess, and I appreciate that. Your father would be proud.”

Fallon responded with a polite nod. She stole a glance in Shahin’s direction, but he no longer stood in the corner. The Lord Protector’s son must have slipped out when she wasn’t paying attention. It troubled her a little. Among many other things, Fallon prided herself on her awareness of a room.

The council drifted into discussions about the repairs of the fleet and how soon they might be able to return to full operational status.

Fallon knew she should pay attention, but her mind wandered. Her people were unlikely to see an opportunity like this again, the chance to draw a weakened opponent into battle on the Isari’s terms. If Ahriman would not listen to reason, she would have to show him.

Without the consent of the council, Fallon would be forced to rely on alliances she had forged in secret over the past several years. The time had arrived to begin her uprising, to call to action those who had pledged to stand at her side.

She would need the Ghosts of Isarion.
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“Traitor.” The one-eyed slave hissed the words at Koji but kept his attention forward as he dislodged another hunk of rock with his rusty pickaxe.

Koji said nothing in response and, instead, peered down the dim, crowded mineshaft. The smell of blood and ore lay thick in the dead air.

Traitor. How many times had he heard that insult from his own people today? At least three other Avarix slaves had hurled the accusation in his direction since the sun had climbed over the dying planet Avarios that morning, not including the countless others muttering beneath their breaths. He knew the accusation would find him again before he collapsed onto the thin, filthy mattress in his quarters that night.

Koji stood a bit taller than the average slave, but it made little difference in the mine. All Avarix spent their long workdays hunched over, even guards like himself. The energy pistol in his hip holster swung against his thigh as he traversed the unsteady ground, which sloped downward into the narrow shaft. The air was filled with the constant clinking of tools and the grind of wheelbarrows carting chunks of mineral ore to the surface.

The Avarix worked in relative silence, except for the occasional cry of pain caused by a careless pickaxe or the stinger of a torch scorpion. Koji twisted and ducked his lean frame through rows of slaves occupying both sides of the mine. None acknowledged him, though they swung their pickaxes a little farther back as he passed behind them. He pretended not to notice.

Something brushed past him on his left—a small boy covered in black dust from the mine, like a shadow come to life, wielding a flashlight and a can of spray paint. The child ignored Koji as he walked forward another ten paces, stopped, and squatted. He painted the ground for a few seconds, then stood and squeezed through a tight gap in the wall, doubtless to explore one of the hundreds of fissures splintering off the main shaft and delving deep into the planet.

Koji leaned against the rock to make room for a woman wrestling an overloaded wheelbarrow up the mineshaft. She looked ready to collapse as she hunched over the cart and picked her way through the treacherous terrain. But she spared the strength to glare at him and spit on the faint image of a dragon etched on his chest plate.

I’m supposed to stun her for that.

Koji’s weapon remained at his side. The entrance to the shaft lay too far away for any Rodraku guards to have witnessed the offense. Koji sighed and turned back toward the darkness.

Soon he reached the break in the wall that the boy had entered. The opening stretched a bit wider than most of the fissures that resulted from mining operations. A lantern hanging nearby cast enough light to reveal the painted image on the ground—crude lines depicting flames exploding from a small red body with two wings and a pointed beak. The can of paint rested inside the crevasse in the wall.

“They never listen.” Koji had warned his fellow Avarix slaves several times to be careful about using the symbol of their race’s creator. Where had the child even seen it?

Koji looked in both directions for Rodraku guards, then furtively knelt and covered the forbidden symbol with the dirt of the mine. If the other slaves noticed his efforts, none gave any indication.

After burying the Red Phoenix, Koji painted a simple arrow pointing toward the opening in the wall and placed the can back in the crevasse. An arrow signaled that a child was currently exploring the fissure to determine whether it was safe for mining. If the arrow was still there the next morning, Koji would seal the breach and report the child’s death to the Rodraku guards. Soon after, a replacement child would scamper down the mineshaft with spray paint in hand.

Koji stood in time to avoid the slave woman pushing the wheelbarrow past him once again, now empty and heading back into the crowded mineshaft.

She eased her way through the workers, carving small zigzags in the dirt to avoid the swinging pickaxes. She veered left at the fork in the mineshaft ahead. Koji followed a few steps behind her but chose the tunnel on the right.

He hadn’t taken two steps before the rumbling started. Lanterns clattered and flickered. Dust thickened the air. Koji’s mouth went dry. The miners froze mid-motion.

It’s a quake.

“Run!” Koji shouted.

The rock walls rattled like thunder. Debris poured down from the ceiling of the mineshaft.

“Out of my way!” A short, bald slave shoved Koji into the rock as he ran past him.

Slaves screamed and pushed over each other as they tried to escape. Koji crouched against the wall to make way for the fleeing Avarix. Wooden beams serving as makeshift braces splintered and cracked under the power of the quake. The lantern nearest him went dark, followed by the one behind it.

After the last slave in the tunnel fled past him, Koji came to his feet, hands shielding his eyes from falling debris. Every breath pulled dirt and grit into his lungs. He coughed as he stumbled his way back into the main shaft. The ground dropped beneath him, then shot up. Koji’s knees buckled, but he pressed forward.

He stumbled toward the entrance of the mine. Through the cloud of dust, the light at the end of the shaft looked like a murky sun. The ground shifted and slung him into the wall.

Koji’s feet kept churning. The rocks gave way under his steps, as if trying to pull him into the bowels of the rumbling planet.

The terrain shifted and tossed Koji to the ground. Wincing, he wiped the dirt from his face and saw the painted arrow on the ground in front of him.

The boy.

Koji clambered to his feet and threw himself at the crevasse in the wall.

The walls shifted around him, threatening to crush his body at any moment. Koji’s armor caught on the edges of the rock, so he released the buckles of the metal plates covering his chest and legs, allowing them to fall.

The rock carved into his skin as Koji pressed through the crevasse. The quake roared. He could hear nothing else.

Koji edged forward in the darkness. After a few meters, the passage widened, and he tumbled again to the ground. The floor of the cavern sloped downward in front of him.

“Where are you?” Koji called out. Any step could send him falling into depths unknown, and there wasn’t much time before the mine collapsed.

A blue spark flashed in the corner of his eye, and Koji turned. The child was shining a flashlight against the wall. The light reflected off something in the rock—a tiny blue gem that twinkled like a star.

Koji darted to the boy and seized his arm. “What are you doing? Run!”

The boy flailed against Koji’s grip. “No! Leave me here.”

The shaking in the ground had diminished, but Koji’s heart pounded harder than ever. “Shine your light back toward the shaft.” He jerked the boy in the direction of the opening, pushing the child up the slope in front of him. At the narrow passage back to the main shaft, Koji stole a glance at the blue gem in the wall. Despite the absence of the light, the stone retained its shimmer.

The cavern growled with new intensity as Koji and the boy squeezed through the jagged passage and into the primary mineshaft. Wooden beams collapsed all around them. The ground tilted and cracked.

“Go!” Koji commanded as he pushed the child ahead.

Koji caught sight of the main entrance to the shaft through the haze of debris. His lungs burned. Bits of rock flew into his face. He shut both eyes and grabbed the boy around the waist with one arm. The child’s frightened screams joined the sound of falling rocks and shattering beams.

Koji kept his eyes closed. Something large and sharp struck his left leg, and it went limp. He tightened his grip on the boy and dragged himself forward, fighting for every step. They had to be close.

The mineshaft collapsed behind them with a resounding boom. A rush of air lifted Koji and the boy off their feet, launching them forward and out of the cave.

They landed hard on the ground. Koji struggled to his knees as he hacked and coughed, attempting to clear the dirt from his mouth.

He looked up to see a group of slaves standing in a semicircle in front of him. The boy jumped to his feet as if not hurt at all, took one look at Koji, then dashed to a slave woman. She threw her arms around the child, tears streaming down her face.

Koji’s eyes burned from the dust billowing from the mouth of the mine and the sudden brightness of the sun. In the distance, an alarm blared from the Rodraku compound overlooking the crater, then stopped.

“On your feet.” Despite the hot, midday sun, the Rodraku soldier wore every piece of his flawless red armor, save for the helmet. He held an energy rifle with two gloved hands.

The slaves backed away as the soldier approached Koji, who still knelt in the dirt.

“I will not repeat that order,” the soldier said.

Koji rose to his feet, struggling to hold his balance. Without his armor, he appeared no different than the other slaves—naked except for a few strips of cloth across his pelvis, his skin covered with blood and dirt. Only his boots betrayed him as the Avarix slave assigned by the Rodraku overseers to watch over this particular mine.

The soldier hammered Koji’s shoulder with the barrel of the rifle. “Where is your equipment, slave?”

Koji’s jaw clenched at the pain, but he kept his eyes forward on his people. Most of them would not understand the words exchanged, but he spoke the language of his captors as fluently as his native tongue. “In the mine.”

“Did you abandon the weapon and the armor assigned to you?”

Koji nodded.

The soldier brought his face within centimeters of Koji’s. “Why?”

Koji’s eyes flicked past the soldier to the filthy child, safe in his mother’s arms.

The soldier spun on his heel and walked briskly to the woman. She screamed in protest, but the Rodraku paid her no mind as he seized the child by the arm, dragged him back to Koji, and shoved him to the ground. Koji saw no trace of tears in the child’s young blue eyes.

The soldier aimed his rifle at the boy. “You chose the preservation of a worthless being over the glorious resources of your master. This offense cannot go unpunished.” The soldier glared at Koji. “Slave, to whom do you belong?”

Koji straightened himself as much as his wounded leg would allow. “Dragon.”

“Correct,” the soldier snapped, “and a sin against the Dragon Creator must be repaid in blood.” The soldier placed his finger on the trigger.

Koji reached out and caught the soldier’s arm. He knew the price that was to be paid, and though his own people hated him, he could not bear the idea of it being inflicted on them. Regardless of what they believed, he would be their protector.

“No,” Koji said to the soldier. “My sin. My blood.”
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The searing chains burned Koji’s wrists, but he wrapped his callused fingers around the metal links and gripped as tight as he could manage. He pulled at the bonds, his muscles trembling against the unyielding posts on either side of him. Sweat blurred his vision, and the taste of sand lingered in his mouth. Soon, none of it would matter.

Hundreds of Avarix slaves gathered around him on all sides, those on his left being careful not to stand too close to the lip of the mining crater at their backs.

The Rodraku could be recognized by their dark hair and matching eyes. Their skin carried a lighter tone, and their faces had more angular features.

But the race created by the Phoenix was nothing if not diverse. Like many Avarix, Koji’s skin had a reddish hue—bronzed by two and a half decades of hard labor in the sun—and his unkempt hair was short and dark brown. In his fellow Avarix, he saw various skin tones, heights, hair colors, and builds. Tattoos adorned the flesh of many slaves, a common practice in the slave camp, one of the few cultural remnants the Rodraku allowed. The few Avarix who dared make eye contact with Koji did so with harsh expressions.

A dozen soldiers of the Dragon moved throughout the crowd with their energy rifles at the ready. Tarquin—the Rodraku Regent—stood about ten yards in front of Koji, flanked on either side by his daughter and a member of his guard, dressed in the red armor trimmed with gold around the edges.

The shining white walls of the compound that housed the Regent’s palace seemed to reach to the sky behind them. In the distance to his right, Koji could make out the charred skyline of an Avarix city across a vast expanse of desert wasteland. Once, he had heard an older Avarix reminiscing about the dead city, one of the last strongholds to fall against the Rodraku invasion. Koji could not remember its name.

Tarquin watched him with cold eyes. The Regent was attired in an ornate golden cuirass over a long robe of shimmering red silk with gold fringes on the sleeves. His black hair came to a peak on his forehead and reached the middle of his back. A neatly trimmed mustache curled around his mouth to form a pointed beard. The etched head of Shardraku—the Dragon Creator—roared in the center of the breastplate. The same sunlight that singed Koji’s flesh glinted in the deity’s fangs.

Koji had never caught the name of Tarquin’s daughter, though he often snuck peeks at her when she accompanied her father to oversee the work in the mines. Today, she had chosen to wear a robe of blue silk, lined in gold-embroidered dragon scales. The sun glimmered off a blue stone pendant she wore around her neck. An unfamiliar, extraordinary scent, bright and sweet, wafted from her skin.

The Rodraku soldier stepped into place behind Koji. The crowd rustled and stirred but gave no protest as the length of the whip fell across the dirt. The delightful fragrance faded, replaced by the smell of leather and sand.

The whip whirled behind him, ripping through the air as the soldier prepared to deliver the first lash. The Regent’s daughter closed her eyes. Koji drew in a breath and gritted his teeth.

Before the crack of the whip came, a slave woman standing nearby uttered an Avarix word Koji knew all too well.

“Traitor.”
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When Koji regained consciousness, the Avarios sun balanced itself on the distant horizon. He lay alone on the ground between the whipping posts. His arms were no longer chained. The hot sands around him were black with his blood. Koji tried to stand, but his body failed, so he dragged himself along the ground toward the compound. He might have prayed for death if he had a living creator to hear it.

The Rodraku guards stationed at the outer wall ignored Koji as he crawled through the deactivated energy gate. When he reached his quarters—a clay hut tucked in the corner of the compound—Koji nudged open the misshapen wooden board and dragged himself into his tiny room, the wounds on his back throbbing in agony.

Koji gripped the threadbare fabric of the thin mattress and used the last of his strength to pull himself onto the bed. Sore muscles and open wounds cried out in anguish as he stretched out on his stomach. He doubted he would sleep tonight. The pain was too severe.

In the corner of the room, a replacement set of the standard armor for Avarix guards had been hung against the wall, everything except boots and an energy weapon. A leather whip lay curled on the floor, stained with Koji’s blood.

Koji dreaded strapping the rusty copper armor across the wounds on his shoulders. The Rodraku would not wait long before putting him back to work. His life depended on his continued usefulness.

As the daylight faded, his wounds resigned to a tolerable ache—as long as he did not move.

Koji turned his head slightly to look out the window. A faint moon shone in the distance against the darkening sky, though his tired eyes could not distinguish which of the two Avarios moons—Panos or Varus—watched over him tonight. Either way, the moon provided a better view than anything else in his quarters.

He had spent hundreds of nights gazing out the window. He liked the escape of it. Somewhere beyond the moon lay the Rodraku home planet, and three other worlds beyond that, filled with armies and ready for war. Koji knew little about anything beyond the Rodraku, only that other worlds were out there, set upon paths to destroy each other at the will of their creators. Avarios was now moving past its final star, the last sun his planet would ever see. The ten thousand years were nearly over. It seemed his world would be the first to fall.

Koji didn’t know how long he had been staring at the moon when the hinges of his door creaked behind him. His muscles tightened in response. He tilted his head so he could see his visitor—a short, hooded figure in a long brown robe. The figure paused, face hidden beneath the folds of the hood.

Koji’s breath quickened. He eyed the whip in the corner of the room, which might as well have been a mile away. If this person meant him harm, he stood no chance of mounting a worthwhile counterattack in his present condition. He gritted his teeth and prepared for the worst.

“Do not be afraid.” The feminine voice used the language of the Avarix.

“Who . . .” Words caught in Koji’s dry throat.

The figure eased closer, revealing a small sack in her hands. She kept her head low as she knelt next to the bed and produced a clear bottle. “First, drink some water.”

Slowly and painfully, Koji pulled his legs around and managed a sitting position. He took the bottle, and soon, water trickled over his cracked lips and down his throat. His body cried out for more. He took another drink.

“Your wounds require medicine.” A white jar was pulled from a sack, and she removed the lid and dipped two fingers into a cloudy gel. She moved behind him to apply it to his back. “Try to relax.”

Relaxing was not an option. Koji tried, but the salve burned almost unbearably. He struggled to retain his composure.

“This will help.” More salve was applied to another wound. “And it will leave no trace behind. The soldiers might notice you are healing faster than normal, but I doubt they will care enough to look into it.”

Koji succumbed to the burning salve and soon found the sensation more soothing than painful. “Why are you helping me?”

The stranger took her time as she finished treating his wounds. “I have never seen anyone do something so selfless as you did today,” she finally responded. “You put yourself in danger twice to save that child, even though you know he could easily die in that mine tomorrow, like any other slave.” She came around in front of him once more. “I know what your people call you. Why risk yourself for one of them?”

It was too dark to see the woman’s face. “He didn’t deserve to die.”

“Neither do you.” She offered more water, which Koji gratefully accepted. When he finished, she placed the jar and the bottle back into her sack. “I’ll come back tomorrow night.”

“Who are you?” Koji asked again.

The woman paused, then silently left the room.

A gentle wind moved through the hut as the door was pulled closed, a momentary respite from the heat of the night. Koji savored the cool air on his skin.

The breeze carried the same fragrance he had smelled when he stood chained to the whipping post, eyes on the Regent.

And on the beautiful young woman standing at his side.
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The TOM-611 android focused its optical sensors on the display and watched as Avarix slaves fled from a collapsing mineshaft. The images traveled across space, relayed through a network of cloaked satellites until they reached the TOM-611’s space station and were displayed on the monitor.

The android logged the event in its memory banks.

Time: 9998.10.18.13.36.22. Location: Sector 43S2T7T. Frequency of mining collapses on the planet Avarios has increased by 83.5% over the last 207 days, suggesting the surface integrity of the planet has weakened to the threshold of total destruction.

The incoming signal glitched and flashed, the probable cause being random static among the satellites. The TOM-611 cross-referenced this new data with the projected amount of useful resources remaining on the Avarix planet.

An algorithm appeared in the top left corner of the android’s internal display.

Estimated time until planet destruction: 7 days. No immediate action suggested.

Even if the Rodraku considered it a victory, the destruction of the Phoenix world known as Avarios aligned with the Command, the primary directive given to the race of war machines by the Programmer: Destroy all enemy planets before time-out.

The TOM-611 created and flagged an additional notation, that neither the Rodraku nor the Avarix had yet detected the Isari operative moving among them. Then, it closed the file.

It proceeded down the hallway of the space station. Sound waves on its display registered the android’s own steps in the empty corridor. One of the overhead track-lighting bulbs flickered and failed, and the android logged the event in its required maintenance file.

The communications terminal lit up as the TOM-611 drew near. An infrared scan swept over the android’s body. Confirmation blinked on the terminal’s monitor as well as the TOM-611’s internal display.

The android placed its hands in the ports on either side of the terminal to download the new data about the Avarix planet, the calculated probabilities around logical implications, and suggested responses. When the download completed, the TOM-611 entered a command for the file to be transmitted to the closest communications terminal on the machine homeworld and input into the System.

An empty bar displayed on the monitor and gradually filled with green.

Transmission complete.

The TOM-611’s battery alert flashed red in the top right corner of its internal display.

5% remaining.

The android moved down the corridor to the storage area and located the onboard battery-supply compartment. It could see its reflection in the sheet of glass, behind which rows of power cells sat in their assigned ports. The TOM-611’s central computer transmitted a passcode, and the cold storage unit opened. A notification of the immediate drop in temperature appeared on the right of the android’s display.

A scan confirmed that one charged cell remained. The TOM-611 activated its backup power supply, then removed the power cell from its chest and placed it into an empty port. With the cell removed, the android’s battery notification changed to an indicator that its backup power supply was now in use and had a full five hours of charge.

The android removed the last charged power cell from the compartment and inserted the battery into its chest. Its body froze for a moment as it switched to the new power source.

Confirmation appeared on TOM-611’s display.

100%. Approximately 1 year of power remaining.

The TOM-611 closed the energy-cell storage compartment and returned to the observation deck. The android placed its fingers around the small black box attached to the bulkhead on its left. The backup drive lit up in response, gathering the android’s most recent data about the planetary events, along with information on the communications upload and the use of the final energy cell. The android also logged the requirement of returning to its homeworld to replenish its energy supply and receive any necessary upgrades. When the data transfer was confirmed, the android resumed its observation of the monitor.

On the screen, a Rodraku soldier holding an energy weapon stood before a kneeling Avarix slave. More of the Avarix people clustered behind the soldier. The TOM-611 entered a command, and the images on the monitor increased in size.

The kneeling Avarix slave had sustained severe bodily damage. The readings suggested the man would collapse at any moment. The Rodraku soldier approached the group of slaves and seized a young male by the arm. The soldier positioned the child in front of the wounded slave and pointed the weapon at the boy’s head.

The TOM-611 increased the image size again. The kneeling slave said something. The soldier responded. An algorithm appeared in the corner of TOM-611’s display.

Probability of death: 99%

The kneeling slave took hold of the soldier’s arm and said something else. The tension in the soldier’s posture eased. The probability of the child’s death dropped to 75%, then 50%, based on available data. The slave had redirected the soldier’s aggression from the child to himself. The soldier allowed the child to return to a female Avarix—presumably its mother—then transferred the lone slave to an area of punishment.

Approximately 47 minutes later, the Rodraku proceeded to execute a negative reinforcement exercise—a prolonged series of lashes with a primitive whip that reduced the slave’s life expectancy to 29.38%. As it recorded the occurrence, the TOM-611 android opened its archives and scanned for recent events in which Avarix slaves had exhibited similar sacrificial behavior.

0 results found.

When the Rodraku completed the punishment, the TOM-611 created a new file for the event and flagged it as a unique occurrence. The video recording uploaded into its central computer, and the TOM-611 android accessed behavioral algorithms to analyze the data for any useful insights that might be derived. The video replayed several times at 20x its original speed, a series of formulas and diagrams examining the event. The TOM-611 android waited for the analysis’s results.

A jolt ran through the android’s body, and an alert flashed on its display as its arms and legs vibrated. The war-machine language appeared in huge letters.

Unknown element detected.

The TOM-611 scanned its systems. The battery alert lit in the top corner of its internal display, then disappeared.

The android ran a systems check. Millions of numbers, letters, and unfamiliar characters ran calculations on its internal display, then everything flashed a bright white. The android jerked again.

What is this?

The android stopped moving. Never before had any type of uncertainty regarding its own functions been present in its central computer.

After a few long moments, the alert reappeared.

Unknown element detected. Warning: deterioration detected.

Another algorithm appeared on the screen.

Time until systems failure: 7 days.

The TOM-611 placed its hand on the external hard drive and logged the event, noting the new battery as a possible cause for the anomaly. The android searched its database for a protocol in such a situation and the course of action prescribed by the System.

0 results found.

The android had never encountered an event for which there was not a required action. It had to make a decision. TOM-611 had never done that before, never considered the idea that it could make a choice.

The deterioration alert flashed again. Per standard evacuation procedures, TOM-611 retrieved the hard drive from its bay and made its way—faster than it had ever moved—into the escape pod.

A corruption in the new battery had to be the cause of the anomaly. The android would return to the planet as soon as possible and access the nearest recharge and upgrade station for repairs.

TOM-611 entered the escape pod and tucked the backup drive inside a mess of tangled cables running along the floor. For the first time since the android’s initial boot, it experienced a lack of comprehension as to what it should do. The Programmer will have the answer. The System will repair me.

The pod detached from the space station with a hiss, and TOM-611 engaged the thrusters and set course for its planet.

The alert continued to blink on its display.

[image: * * *]

The array of solar plates on the machine planet’s outer ring glistened with the light of the nearest star. Below the third ring, two additional inner rings reached out in different directions. Cylinders of pure energy connected the three rings to each other, glowing with power, sparking like the lightning storms on living worlds. Through the network of rings and the various towers and structures that covered them, TOM-611 could see pieces of the actual planet itself—a volcanic sphere enveloped by an orange haze.

TOM-611 activated its distress beacon the instant the pod came within scanning distance of the third ring. With the beacon activated, the nearest probe ship would run a minimal scan before granting permission to land, though as an unscheduled arrival, TOM-611’s ship would be closely monitored upon reaching the ring.

The probe ship was old—an SSV model 410 shaped like a long tube with rounded ends. The SSV acknowledged TOM-611’s distress signal as it approached the escape pod. A notification on the pod’s control monitor indicated to TOM-611 that the scan was underway. The android held still, as if any movement might draw more attention to whatever had happened to it. The supposition was illogical, but the android did it anyway.

The scan completed. The pod’s monitor reflected the probe ship’s findings.

Significant threats detected: 0.

Minor abnormality detected.

Initiating lockdown.

The flight controls pulled from TOM-611’s hands as the System took control of the pod. The android was aware that this might happen.

The warriors who called their planet Gunmir had yet to achieve interplanetary travel capabilities, but the Rodraku, Isari, and Avarix had all built their first spacecraft long ago. System archives held no data suggesting that any enemy ship had ever come within a threatening distance of the war-machine planet, but the androids operated with caution. Protecting the integrity of the System listed high among the machines’ objectives, second only to the Command.

As its pod neared the surface of the outermost ring, TOM-611 took a last look at the stars, detecting a rise in the heat signature of its central core. The cause was not defined.

The details of the third ring came into view as TOM-611 prepared to land. The ring was large enough that when the android drew close to landing on its surface, it could no longer see the edges.

A flight control station towered over endless rows of war-machine starfighters on the outer ring. Even from a distance, TOM-611 recognized the latest designs of spacecraft. Most were short-range starfighters, though its internal display recognized the occasional bomber and a few infantry transport ships. Cargo haulers moved to and from the ships like insects scurrying about. TOM-611 had never witnessed so many androids at a spaceport at a single time.

When the escape pod neared the tower, the control monitor indicated an incoming communication. The tower had identified the android as a Tactical Observation Model 611, serial number S04H18S09. The identification disappeared, replaced by a set of orders. Upon landing, TOM-611 was to exit the pod and await further instructions.

TOM-611 logged the information into the external hard drive, along with suggested courses of action based on the data. The android’s best attempts at analysis suggested a malfunction in the newest battery as the most probable cause of the corruption. It recommended the immediate removal and replacement of the power cell, along with a reboot of its system, during which time any newly available upgrades should be applied.

TOM-611 added a tag about the new data regarding the Avarix planet, recommending that its modifications receive priority status so it could return to observation duties as soon as possible.

A deterioration scan ran over its body again.

7 days until systems failure.

The android ignored it.

A notification on the monitor indicated deployment of the landing apparatus as TOM-611’s ship drew closer to the ring. Once the pod came to rest on the surface, the android stood, retrieved the backup drive, and made its way down the exit ramp.

The air of the machine planet flooded TOM’s sensors with elevated levels of compounds that would be toxic to living creatures. None of the Magni prisoners had ever survived this atmosphere for more than a few minutes. The androids kept prisoners in artificial-environment bubbles on the second ring for study.

TOM-611’s optical sensors adjusted to the dim light. Two androids waited as it exited the pod. Its systems recognized them as standard cargo models, larger than TOM’s own design. These units were made for transporting munitions and other heavy supplies from the production facilities to the carrier ships. Neither android held anything. TOM kept the hard drive close to its body.

The android’s communication text appeared on TOM’s internal display:

Tactical Observation Model 611, serial number S04H18S09. Confirm identification.

TOM-611 transmitted back:

Confirmed.

The cargo androids stepped closer.

Abnormality identified. Cause unknown. Estimated potential risk to System integrity . . . 63%.

The android’s communication paused, transmitting data back to the System and awaiting a command.

Advance to the nearest terminal for transport.

A directional indicator appeared on TOM’s display. The terminal lay a short distance behind it at the edge of the spaceport. TOM-611 almost broke into a run for the first time since its activation, the two cargo androids staying close behind him. The first ring housed the bulk of the machine repair facilities.

7 days.

TOM-611 hoped the removal of the abnormality would be completed with expediency.

When the androids reached the large, circular platform at the top of the terminal, TOM-611 had to wait for confirmation that the terminal ports on the first and second rings had locked into place. The System directed the rotation of the rings as needed for the most efficient transport of resources between them.

An instant after the confirmation appeared on TOM’s display, the platform beneath it lowered into the surface of the third ring. As the light faded, an image of one of the massive creatures from the Avarix planet devouring its prey came to TOM-611’s attention. He thought it illogical, but the image remained.

The dim light returned when the platform exited the bottom of the third ring. Barriers of energy surrounded TOM-611 and the cargo androids, though the homeworld could be seen through the wavy lines. The platform had apparently rotated in the darkness, as the third ring now ran in a diagonal direction overhead.

Other than the prisoner environments, the machines used the second ring primarily for storage, both for androids that had been created but not activated as well as androids that had been deactivated. The beginning and the end, TOM calculated.

In front of the terminal lay a network of structures of various shapes and sizes with lines of power running between them. It resembled a massive circuit board. The lines leaving the circuit board fed into countless rows of ports that stretched farther than TOM’s optical sensors could detect—an army of newly crafted machines being programmed and prepared for war.

The outer fringes of the mountainous scrap heaps lay on the other side of the terminal. The machines rarely destroyed any materials that could potentially be useful since waste was inefficient. Rolling hills of junk stretched out so far that they disappeared with the curve of the ring. On Avarix, the people would have called it a horizon. That term didn’t compute as appropriate on the machine homeworld, which didn’t match the standard classifications of a planet. This world is more like a ship. A massive vessel bringing destruction to the other planets.

The platform stopped at the surface of the second ring. The energy barrier dissipated.

TOM waited a moment, expecting the terminal to reactivate and continue moving down. The first ring held the repair facilities, not the second. Perhaps an error with the ring alignment had caused the terminal to stop.

The cargo android transmitted onto TOM’s display:

Abnormality detected. Threat to System integrity confirmed. Unacceptable probability of sentient development confirmed. Recommended course of action—termination.

TOM faced the androids. The heat levels spiked in its systems.

Unit S04H18S09, connect primary operating system to mainframe and prepare for emergency shutdown procedures.

The order flashed in blinking red letters, along with a waypoint directing TOM-611 to a small terminal at the edge of the scrapyard.

TOM did not move. If the android accepted the order and hard-lined into the terminal, the System would seize total control of its body and all its internal processes. Within hours, the android would be destroyed, stripped, and melted down for spare parts, or tossed into the scrap heaps.

A new idea—another strange experience—coursed through TOM’s systems, an unfamiliar concept it had never experienced or even fathomed.

No.

The concept of refusing a command should have been impossible, and yet the text showed on TOM’s internal display as an outgoing message. The request to connect to the System continued to flash.

The cargo android transmitted:

Communication error. Unit S04H18S09, connect primary operating system to mainframe and prepare for emergency shutdown procedures.

No.

TOM took two steps back. His heat sensors rose, fell, and rose again. Power surged through his arms and legs as if the unknown element in his chest pumped energy throughout his body.

The cargo androids stilled, exchanging information with the System. Then their heads snapped forward like predators locking onto their prey. They charged and seized TOM by both arms.

The hard drive fell from TOM’s hand. He struggled against the grip of the larger androids but to no avail.

7 days.

Images of the fires awaiting him in the machine facility and the scrap heaps appeared on his internal display.

He transmitted again:

No. No. No!

The power spiked. TOM threw out his arms. The androids lost their grip and teetered back.

TOM went to the android on the left, thrusting his hands into the machine’s metal frame. An electric charge surged from TOM’s fingers with a loud bang. The cargo android was lifted from the ground and landed several paces away, body shaking and sparking with electricity.

TOM analyzed his hands in confusion. His memory archives held no data with any semblance to what had just happened.

The second android transmitted:

Stop. Unit S04H18S09, shut down.

No.

TOM reached down for his hard drive, then turned, and accelerated away toward the scrapyard.
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Fallon took a sharp left turn at the café on the street corner and almost toppled over a group of small children dressed in matching school uniforms.

A small boy beamed at her, yellow eyes peeking through strands of messy black hair. “Excuse me, madam.”

Before she could respond, the children scurried across the street.

Fallon guessed that the children could not have been more than eight years old. By that age, most children knew about the War of the Creators, but they were not old enough to realize how close their world might be to destruction. She remembered being that age and believing that, of course, the Isari would triumph over the other planets. Death seemed forever away, the extinction of her race not even a possibility.

That had all changed when her father died.

Fallon caught sight of her reflection in the café window. But instead of her young face, it was an old, disheveled woman who stared back at her, wearing the garb of a commoner—gray cloth with a network of designs in black stitching, hidden in which was a very important symbol.

The old crone reminded the princess to slow down. Maintaining her cover was crucial. Despite her disguise, Ahriman’s spy had tailed Fallon since she’d left the palace and ventured into the streets of Zorion, Isarion’s capital city.

The bustling metropolis was filled with towering buildings veiled in a thick fog that rolled in from the swamplands. Fallon skirted through the crowd, brushing by families, businessmen, soldiers.

By now, fear had seeped into the public consciousness. Word of the Rodraku victory at Dalara had spread across the planet. For the first time, the Isari understood the possibility of their demise. Fallon could see it in their eyes, feel it in the rhythm of the street. Nobody understood the Isari like she did.

After all, these were her people, hers to protect.

No more than ten minutes had passed since she’d slipped out of the palace, her face covered with a holomask. Fallon had been tempted to recreate the face of her grandmother, but the Isari people would recognize the queen who had given them the gift of interplanetary teleportation, their greatest advantage in the War of the Creators. She had settled on a face much more common and far less beautiful instead.

She ambled into the busy street in hopes of losing the spy. Two passenger transports slammed on their brakes, stopping centimeters away from her body, as Fallon knew they would. The drivers honked. She pretended not to notice. One of the vehicles caught a gap in the lane above it. The transport lifted into the sky and flew over Fallon’s head as she stepped onto the sidewalk in front of the museum.

A statue of her great-grandfather, Azam, straddled the marble staircase leading to the museum. A plaque mounted at the base of the statue recognized Azam as the first king of the Isari, appointed by the Council of the End in 9887 after the Isari government decided an intelligent, honorable monarch was needed to counterbalance an ineffective senate.

The statue’s height rivaled the neighboring skyscrapers. From where she stood, Fallon couldn’t see his eyes, but she knew that Azam continued to watch the stars, standing guard between the Isari’s enemies in space and the Grand Museum of Science and History, the greatest symbol of Isari pride.

The crowds moving in and out of the museum were thick enough for Fallon to risk checking over her shoulder. She pursed her lips as she spotted Ahriman’s man making his way across the street. He had the air of an Isari businessman—carefully styled hair and a dark suit with a high collar—but his stride gave him away, far too intentional for the average museum visitor.

It wasn’t uncommon for Fallon to sneak out of the palace. She liked to move unnoticed among her people, an activity suggested by her father. But nobody had ever followed her before. If the Lord Protector felt it necessary to spy on her, she would have to be cautious. Very cautious.

Fallon’s heart raced as she traversed the steps, hurried into the museum, and whisked through the lobby. She went straight into the second exhibit hall on her right, hoping her pursuer had not yet made it through the doors.

A large, stone serpent sat coiled in the center of the room. There weren’t many places left in Isari society where representations of their creator could be seen. Cyra was largely despised among the Isari, most of whom believed the Cosmic Serpent should have been more cunning than to have placed them in such a predicament as the War of the Creators. The most recent public images of Cyra dated back more than a thousand years, before the Findings and the Ignorant War tore the Isari society apart. Still, Fallon had heard rumors of small groups who met in secret to worship the Serpent.

Paintings and sculptures of nature covered the walls. Wooden vines reached from the floor to the ceiling, twisting around gnarled trees that had been transported from the vast swamplands that covered much of the planet. The exhibit was empty save for a janitor mopping the floor and a handful of older patrons regarding the sculpture of Cyra with obvious disgust.

Fallon pretended to be interested in the serpent as she eased closer to the group. It was two men and two women, all wearing suits not unlike the spy she knew would soon find her. Fallon scanned their clothing for a symbol that would be easily ignored unless one was specifically looking for it. She circled around Cyra to get a better perspective on the group but saw nothing of interest. The eyes of the statue—shimmering yellow jewels that grew darker toward the center—seemed to follow her every step.

She checked the exhibit’s entrance, the only way in or out. If Ahriman’s man came in, Fallon would be cornered.

“Excuse me, madam,” the janitor said from behind her.

Fallon shot an irritated expression at the old man. A potbelly pushed out against his blue coveralls, most of his hair had abandoned him, and tiny blotches dotted his weathered face.

The janitor kept his focus on the floor as he mopped in front of Fallon. “Even with all our technologies, we still haven’t made the mop obsolete.”

The janitor jerked the mop handle back and forth, almost as if he were trying to catch her attention with it. Then Fallon noticed a faded carving in the grain of the wood—a triangle inside a circle, with six lines from the corners and sides of the triangle meeting at a single point in the middle.

Fallon kept her face expressionless but nodded her understanding. “One too many people in the museum today, if you ask me.”

“Yes, miss,” the janitor replied. “I know what you mean. The Ignorant War exhibit catches most people coming through the doors. Pretty crowded in there right now. Takes a while to see everything, but they all wander over here eventually.” He bent over to pick up a piece of trash from the floor near her feet.

“Then maybe I’ll make my way to the Queen Feray exhibit.” Fallon coaxed the chip from the folds of her cloak and allowed it to fall.

An instant later, the janitor had the chip in his pocket. “One of my favorites, madam. Have a good day.”

Fallon walked out of the Cyra exhibit and across the museum to the room that honored her grandmother. She lingered there until she saw Ahriman’s spy enter the room. Fallon knew they were both fully aware of each other’s presence, but the nerves in her stomach had settled. No matter what happened now, her mission was complete. Fallon allowed herself to enjoy her favorite part of the museum.

This room was designed to focus on the discovery of the teleportation gates between the planets, but it was commonly known as the Queen Feray exhibit. Although these pockets of abnormality had been identified on the planet’s surface hundreds of years earlier, the Isari hadn’t understood how to use them until Queen Feray poured significant resources into research. For that, the people credited House Demir with unlocking the capability to move between the planets unnoticed, their secret weapon in the War of the Creators.

In reality, Queen Feray had merely facilitated the discovery of something that had likely existed since the beginning of their race. Attributing the gates to their people’s own genius was easier for the Isari to stomach, Fallon assumed, than acknowledging the probable truth—that Cyra had created the portals as a strategic advantage. Fallon preferred the credit be given to her grandmother.

Fallon pretended not to notice Ahriman’s spy as she studied every word in the exhibit. She spent a long time reading about the hero Cyrus Avici, a renowned scientist and the first Isari who had dared to step through a portal. Nobody had ever seen him again. Only years later had the Isari discovered how to create the teleportation suits that allowed spies to move back and forth through the gates unaffected.

When she finished, she returned to the beginning of the exhibit and read everything again. Adoration for her grandmother suppressed the boredom, as did Fallon’s amusement at watching the spy pace around the exhibit, trying to feign interest while growing visibly frustrated.

When she felt her point had been made, Fallon moved to the exit of the exhibit, going out of her way to pass right by the man. When she reached him, Fallon tripped herself. The man caught her and helped her regain her feet.

She grinned through the holomask. “Why, thank you, young man. I’ve been here so long that my legs have gotten tired. I’m so lucky you were here to help me.”
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“What you’re asking me to do is treason. You know that, right?” Xerxes Paran watched Fallon with big green eyes.

“Quiet!” Fallon murmured. “Keep your voice down.”

Xerxes laughed and spun his hover chair to face the wall of monitors glowing in his otherwise dark bedroom. “No need to be cautious, my queen. I soundproofed this room and hacked the palace surveillance system the day I moved in. Nobody is watching. Nobody is listening.”

Xerxes’s words calmed her. She should have known. At fifteen years old, the son of House Paran was nothing short of a prodigy, an intellectual giant even among the Isari elite.

House Paran held a great deal of respect around the capital. Many considered Xerxes’s parents to be the leading medical minds on the planet. Most had expected them to abandon the majority of their research when they’d learned their son suffered from a rare degenerative bone disease that would render most of his body useless.

But rather than spend their lives trying to cure a disease that affected so few, House Paran dedicated itself to work that would better serve the masses. The family maintained that Xerxes didn’t need any help. His mind was strong—technology would provide for his mobility.

Fallon sat at the end of his bed. The room was a modest size, much smaller than her own, but more than accommodating for promising young minds like Xerxes who had earned the privilege of receiving their education at the palace. Save for his bed, every inch of the space was dedicated to some type of project. Fallon’s favorite was a model Xerxes had constructed that seemed like something between a space station and a city, which could hover using tiny thrusters he had designed and installed. Xerxes had been so proud to show it to her, though at first, she had thought it was a toy. After all, despite being mature far beyond his years, Xerxes was still basically a child.

Fallon surveyed the rows of monitors on Xerxes’s desk. She couldn’t discern the thousands of lines of software code flashing across the screens, but Xerxes could navigate them like a fish in water.

“Does that mean you won’t help me?” Fallon asked. She already knew the answer.

Xerxes rotated his chair and smiled. He had a frail frame and a large forehead, but Fallon thought that, given time, he might grow into an attractive adult. “You know that I will. As far as I’m concerned, Ahriman commits an act of treason every second he prevents you from taking the throne. But I want to make sure you understand what you’re doing.”

Fallon cocked a brow. “Always looking out for me, aren’t you?”

A serious expression washed over his young face. “You are my queen. I’ll lay down my life for you.”

His weighty tone caught her off guard. She gestured toward the monitors. “Let’s hope the only thing you need to lay down is some software code.”

Xerxes spun back around, and his fingers flew across the keyboard like a mystic casting a spell. The monitors flashed with new information, so fast that Fallon couldn’t read any of it. “This upgrade will make the drones far more combat effective,” he said. “Instead of merely targeting and firing, they’ll be able to learn and react to enemy tactics. They’ll actually become better fighters as they gather data during every second of combat.”

“Extraordinary.” Fallon leaned over his shoulder. “Why hasn’t the military used this type of upgrade before?”

Xerxes continued clacking at the keys. “They’re afraid.”

“Afraid of what?”

“This type of learning capability borders on artificial intelligence.”

A twinge of apprehension tugged at Fallon. Xerxes was right. Her father had told her about the Isari fear that artificial intelligence technology could be dangerous. Her people went to great lengths to continue their advancements without allowing their machines to learn on their own. Soon the Lion Creator’s race of androids would exterminate the Magni. The Isari would most likely be the war machines’ next target. When that day came, the Isari feared that the androids would try to use their own technology against them.

For that reason alone, the Isari had abandoned research on improving their own bodies with internal cybernetic implants. Artificial intelligence posed similar risks and had been banned by the senate. It was one of many reasons why Fallon’s conclave of ancestors had to be kept a secret. Technology connected to anything resembling a mind was considered too dangerous.

Fallon swallowed her fear. She had to focus on her current objective and deal with the war machines later. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

A confident smile again spread across Xerxes’s face. “Those short-sighted fools in the military are too nervous about losing their jobs to risk it, but you can trust me. The war machines will never hack my code. They lack the . . . creativity to understand it.” He stared into her eyes. His hands did not stop moving. “Don’t worry. I will never let you down.”

Fallon watched him work for another half hour. The rhythmic tapping of his fingers filled the otherwise silent room. At one point, Fallon wondered if Xerxes realized she was still there. The boy seemed lost in his task, immersed in the clatter of his keystrokes and the flickering of the monitors, composing a masterpiece of light and sound. He swayed his head a little as he worked, as if weaving his way through the systems, and perhaps dancing to his own creation taking shape. Fallon had not met many people who could astound her. Xerxes was a worthy ally. She would need to keep him very close.

“Why don’t you ever use your exosuit?” she asked. The bionic apparatus granted him the ability to walk around like everybody else, but Fallon never saw him wear it.

Xerxes gave a quick shake of his head and continued to type. “I don’t like it. It works off neural impulses, which means I’d have to divert a small portion of my mind to using it. I like my chair better. It lets me focus all my attention on more important things . . . like this.” He punched one final button on his keyboard. “Done.”

The monitors looked no different to Fallon than they had when she’d entered the room. “Thank you, Xerxes,” she said.

His chair hovered away from the desk, and he rotated to face her. “It’s my pleasure to serve you, my queen. But I have to warn you—it’s only a matter of time before what was done here is found out. Isari Intelligence will trace the signal back to the palace. The drones will do their job, but what I don’t understand is how you know the Rodraku will attack so soon.”

Fallon leaned forward, kissed Xerxes on the forehead, and moved to the door. “Don’t worry. I will never let you down.” She winked at Xerxes, then left the room.
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Fallon found Shahin waiting for her at the end of the hallway that led to her quarters. He sat alone in the dark next to a portrait of her great-grandfather. Her face warmed at the sight of him. “Have you lost your way, Shahin Vartanian? I believe your quarters are in the east wing of the palace.”

Shahin stood. “Do you always sneak around the palace at night?”

“I could ask you the same question.”

“Take a walk with me.”

The abrupt invitation caught Fallon off guard. Her internal defenses jumped to high alert. Had she been found out? She had been so careful in the museum, and it wasn’t uncommon for her to visit Xerxes in the evening. Everyone in the capital knew that Fallon favored him like a younger brother.

No, she couldn’t doubt herself. Her best strategy in this moment was portraying the shy but demure princess, the young woman clinging to her own childhood crush.

“Tonight is a beautiful night,” she said, “but I should be getting to—”

Shahin took her hand. “You can trust me, Fallon. Let’s take a walk in the gardens.”

Did the Lord Protector’s son intend to show affection or suspicion? Fallon had to know which was true. “All right,” she consented.

They made their way in silence to the gardens outside the palace. The moon Alarya—named after the first Isari woman—shone like a searchlight in the sky, pouring over the garden, the one place in the palace that used Cyra’s creation as something to be enjoyed. Various flowers and colorful shrubs grew in intricate designs. A thick layer of vines covered the surrounding walls.

Birds in large, wooden cages dotted the garden. Most Isari believed these birds were silent, but under the cover of darkness, they chirped the sweetest of songs, so softly that one had to be very close to hear them.

The warm night air enveloped Fallon’s body. She let go of Shahin’s hand and went over to a bush of shadow roses. She breathed in the wondrous smell—a vibrant fragrance that stung the nose a little. “Everybody thinks these are black, you know, but it’s because they never take the time to look. They’re actually a very deep red.”

Shahin ignored the flowers and instead watched the sky. “Alarya is beautiful tonight.”

Fallon shrugged. “I prefer the light of Avan.”

“Because of your cousin?”

Fallon pretended not to hear him, though a hot streak of anger coursed through her body. She would not discuss her cousin with a Vartanian. Though Shahin had invited her on this walk to the garden, if he wanted conversation, it would be on Fallon’s terms. She would be pursued. “Would you like to know a secret, Shahin?”

The Lord Protector’s son tilted his head. “Perhaps.”

Fallon glided to the wall on the far side of the garden, and Shahin followed.

Fallon made certain to widen her eyes a little and smile coyly as she faced him, her back to the prickly vines covering the wall. Her fingers ran through the leaves, searching for what she wanted. “There is something I’ve been very fond of since I was a little girl, something I haven’t been able to stop thinking about over the last few days.”

“Oh really? And what’s that?”

“I told you, it’s a secret. We can’t let even the birds hear us. Come in closer.”

He moved toward her.

Fallon lifted up on her toes. “Closer . . .”

Shahin leaned in and closed his eyes. He smelled sweet, not like the shadow roses, but a scent that was strong, pure, and gentle.

Fallon plucked one of the tiny berries from the vine behind her back and popped it into his mouth.

His eyes shot open as he jerked back.

Fallon beamed innocently. “Summer berries.” She placed one on her tongue and closed her mouth. “Mmm.” She savored the moment.

Shahin shook his head as if flustered. “I . . . uh . . . I’ve never had them before. They’re good.”

She picked another handful and tossed him a few. “Not many people have. The gardeners ignore them, and nobody else comes out here. Centuries ago, a garden like this would have had children running through it every day and parties going late every night.”

“Your father loved it, didn’t he?”

Fallon frowned. “I wouldn’t say he loved it. He thought it was important to hold on to a little bit of tradition. He used to say—”

Shahin stepped up to her and put his hands on her arms. “Fallon, no more games. You’ve got to listen to me. You have to stop undermining my father in council.”

Fallon scrunched her face. “Is this about the other day? I simply made a strategic suggestion. When your father decided against it, I supported him, like I always do.”

Shahin cast a nervous look over his shoulder. They were alone, save for the birds. “I hope that’s true. This is a very dangerous time. The Rodraku have us in a bad position. We need to be unified. I know you’re upset about not taking the throne. My father knows it too. He won’t risk the safety of our people for the sake of his allegiance to your father. He’s a good man, Fallon, but do not test him. I don’t want the same thing to happen to you that happened to . . .” His voice trailed off.

To my cousin. A strange emotion stirred in Fallon’s stomach. She decided to call it relief. Ahriman suspected her of something—the spy who had followed her to the museum provided plenty evidence of that—but the Lord Protector wouldn’t dare move against her on suspicion alone. Shahin had genuine concern written all over his face. If he had any inkling of what she was up to, she would have perceived it.

Fallon took his hands and pulled him close. She lifted up on her toes again, but this time she planted a kiss on his cheek. “You’re sweet to worry about me, Shahin, but don’t. Nothing could ever break my devotion to my people.”
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Less than an hour had passed between Song’s first words to her sister in over fifteen years—and the first time Lila tried to punch her. The blow missed Song’s chin by a breath. She sprang away from her younger sibling and sized her up for another attack.

The other Jinsai trickled over one at a time to watch the sparring session, leaving their training equipment behind. They all wore the same exercise uniforms as Song and Lila—black bodysuits with bare feet.

Song kept her eyes on her sparring partner. Lila appeared a lifetime removed from the smiling little girl in the picture who held a dragon flower as if she wanted nothing else in the world. Now, that grin was gone, replaced by a thin scar running across Lila’s left cheek.

Song circled left. Her feet bounced on the thin gray padding of the sparring mat. She stood a bit taller than her sister and used her reach to keep Lila at bay.

Tradition held that new initiates first sparred against the best hand-to-hand Jinsai fighter available. The exercise was intended to gauge the skills of the newcomers, though Song knew that their leaders also believed a dose of humility benefited young warriors who had spent their entire lives being the best at everything.

“It is good for them to bleed early and at the hands of their peers” Song had once overheard a superior say. “It teaches them that their journey to becoming a holy weapon of the glorious creator has only begun.”

But Lila had bled before. The scar on her cheek proved it.

Lila attacked with two alternating roundhouse kicks to the midsection. Song blocked the blows with her arms and countered with a sharp punch to her sister’s sternum.

Lila faltered back a step before rebounding off her back foot into a fast sidekick. Her heel caught Song in the side of her stomach before she could dodge.

A collective gasp escaped from the surrounding warrior priestesses. Behind Lila, Song noticed Olina—the largest of the Jinsai and by far the strongest—whisper something to another Jinsai named Eiko, who nodded in agreement.

She’s good, Song thought as she moved away from the attack. The realization gave her a momentary sense of pride. Perhaps her sister was truly ready for the challenges of being a warrior priestess. Perhaps she would even survive the wars.

Lila unleashed a flurry of punches. Song blocked the attacks, then dropped to a knee and hit Lila in the stomach with her right fist. Lila doubled over.

On instinct, Song caught her sister with an uppercut to the jaw. Lila’s head snapped back, and she dropped to the floor. She stayed down for a heartbeat before rolling to her feet. The new Jinsai glowered at Song as she wiped the blood from her mouth.

Song kept her hands in front of her face. “You must control your attack.”

Lila gritted her bloody teeth as she moved in for another assault. She started with a high kick. Song managed to deflect it, though Lila’s foot still made contact with her head. Song responded with a roundhouse of her own. Lila did a better job of blocking, grunting as she forearmed the kick away from her face.

“Good.” Song backed away. “Strong and controlled.”

Lila responded with a cold stare.

The sparring continued. Song spent most of the fight on the defensive, avoiding her sister’s aggressive strikes and answering with powerful counters. Despite getting knocked off-balance multiple times, Lila never lost her footing, even after absorbing some of Song’s strongest kicks. A thin smear of blood stained Lila’s chin and neck, but she showed no indication of relenting—as if she would rather die than hit the mat again.

Sweat soaked through Song’s bodysuit. Her muscles were growing weary. I need to finish this now.

Song pressed the attack. She blocked a defensive jab from Lila, who hopped back, then threw two kicks with her right leg, followed by two more from her left. Song backpedaled as she deflected the blows. Her sister kept coming.

Song leaned back in time to dodge a revolving heel kick aimed at her face. A quick punch grazed her nose. Before she could regroup, Lila sprang into the air, shouting as she threw a spinning kick at Song’s face.

Song ducked. Her sister’s attack flew over her head, only catching whisps of Song’s hair. The instant Lila landed, Song delivered a spinning foot-sweep that slammed the younger Jinsai face-first onto the mat. Song leapt onto Lila’s back and drove her knee into her sister’s spine.

“Too aggressive.” Song ignored Lila’s desperate thrashing beneath her weight. “This isn’t how you were taught to fight.”

Lila spat blood onto the floor.

The room was silent as Song released her sister and stood up. Yumi—another Jinsai—handed Song a towel, which she used to wipe the sweat from her eyes. When she finished, Song found her sister standing ready in the center of the mat.

Lila brought both fists up in front of her face. “Again.”
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Commander Hakima looked across the silent Jinsai war room. Song watched as the hologram of Avan—an Isarion moon—made slow revolutions in the air behind the commander. The image was tinted green, except for the small red dot blinking on its surface. Adrenaline rushed through Song’s veins at the thought of the upcoming mission.

The priestesses sat in four rows of desks, each row elevated a bit higher than the one before it. Song had chosen her usual place next to the Jinsai named Tora at the end of the front row, nearest the door. Lila sat in the front row as well, occupying the desk on the other end. She hadn’t made eye contact with Song since the sparring session.

“Commander, will there be any resistance?” Mai’s white hair—indicative of her heritage from the floating mountains in the remote Tyo region on Kyrdraku—fell across the black visor that covered her solid-white eyes. Like most Rodraku possessing the rare gift of “the sight,” Mai always wore the visor when not using her enhanced vision in battle.

Hakima shook her head. “It’s unlikely. The serpents are still reeling from our victory at Dalara. New intelligence suggests that most of their remaining forces have retreated to Isarion for repairs. Our reports show no significant technology on the moon except the relay itself. The Isari use the moon more as a prison than anything else. Nonetheless, we will send three Talon fighters to escort the Fang bomber to ensure success. Show Evstrion.”

The hologram shifted into an image of Evstrion, the minor planet that lay between Dalara and the Isari homeworld. Various colors and lines illustrated the geography and topography of the planet, a grassy but mountainous terrain. Scattered red zones marked Isari defensive outposts.

Song could have sketched Evstrion with her eyes closed, down to the last detail. She had spent hours studying the maps in anticipation of the attack.

Hakima gestured to the hologram. “Evstrion is vulnerable. The emperor has called for an attack. This will be a coordinated strike. We will destroy the communications relay on the Isarion moon Avan moments before the attack on Evstrion begins. With that relay destroyed, the serpent forces on Evstrion will be unable to relay a distress call to Isarion. By the time the Isari realize what has happened, we will have taken the minor planet.”

“Commander, are we taking a jumpship, or using the hyperdrives on our Talons to get there?” Itiya asked. As the best Fang bomber pilot in the Jinsai, Itiya’s involvement in the mission was a foregone conclusion.

“You’ll take a jumpship both ways,” Hakima replied, “but if something goes wrong, your hyperdrives will be charged. You can use them to return. The rest of you will join our Rodraku forces in launching a full assault on Evstrion.”

Eiko’s high-pitched voice sounded from the back row, though Song could not see her tiny frame behind the much larger Olina. “Commander, I volunteer for this mission. I will bring glory to my creator.”

“Honorable, Eiko, but that decision is not mine,” Hakima told her, then faced Song. “You will lead this attack on the Isari moon. You may select your team.”

Song’s face flashed onto the holographic mission display. Leadership assignments no longer surprised her, but never before had Song been allowed to choose the Jinsai who would accompany her on a mission. The commander must have been evaluating her strategic leadership abilities. She must not fail this test.

Song knew the strengths and weaknesses of every Jinsai—even Commander Hakima—as if they were her own. The optimal team of Jinsai materialized in her mind without her needing to think about it. “Thank you, Commander. Eiko, I will honor your request to glorify Shardraku.”

Eiko’s face flashed onto the holoscreen.

The Jinsai all volunteered by making eye contact with Song. All except Lila.

A smile flashed across Tora’s face, a unique expression for a Jinsai priestess. But Song never confused Tora’s tendency toward a happy demeanor for a lack of ferocity. Song feared no one but her creator, though Tora would have been a close second. Tora’s hair was a little longer than Song’s, a symbol of her seniority.

Song acknowledged Tora with a slight shake of the head, a respectful denial. Tora would better serve their creator fighting on Evstrion than bombing a target on the moon.

Across the room, Lila still refused to catch Song’s gaze. The young Jinsai’s left eye carried a fresh bruise from their sparring session. Song did not like the idea of leading her sister into battle, and in her mind, she had already decided that Itiya and Olina would best complete the team.

But the attack on Evstrion would be far more dangerous than the assault of the Isari moon, and Lila was so reckless. Too reckless for a Jinsai. Better to keep her under close watch.

“Lila,” Song said, “you will join me on this mission as well.”

The holoscreen displayed Lila’s face.

“Commander Hakima,” Lila said, “I may be new, but I am the superior tactical pilot in this room. My scores from the academy are proof. My skills would be better used in the attack on Evstrion. You know this to be true.”

Song shot a glare at her sister. “You speak out of turn. I am leading this mission, and I have chosen you, warrior. You are not ready for the full-scale invasion that will occur on Evstrion.”

Lila stayed in her seat. “Commander, I am ready. Am I not Jinsai? Am I not a divine warrior, chosen by the glorious creator, blessed by the emperor? I wish to serve my creator, my emperor, and my people. Itiya and Olina are two of our best pilots for targeted missile strikes. Send them.”

Hakima raised an eyebrow at Song.

A chill ran over Song’s skin. “So be it.”

Lila’s face vanished from the mission display.
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The smell of incense and candles wafted through the empty sanctuary in gentle puffs, which lifted off the shallow black bowls on either side of the gold altar. The effect gave life to the mural of Shardraku, sweet-smelling smoke to match the holy fire pouring from the mouth of the creator.

Song knelt with her head bowed before the altar. The eight tenets of Shardraku’s Code pushed through her lips in quiet, perfect rhythm, as they had every night for as long as she could remember.

“All enemies of the Dragon are a stain on the universe, which must be cleansed before the final victory can be obtained.”

Her mind wandered as she prayed. She saw the Isari pilot begging for his life, telling Song that he had a little girl.

“The blood of the Dragon is sacred and shall not be diluted. To pervert the Dragon’s blood with the blood of an enemy is blasphemy.”

The picture of Lila came into her mind—the happy little girl holding a flower eternally in bloom.

“All who have the blood of the Dragon are glorious creatures.”

Lila bounced on her feet in the sparring room, her bruised and bloodied face peeking at Song between fists closed so tight.

“To die serving the Dragon is the ultimate glory.”

Song raised her head. The creator loomed before her. Its great wings stretched beyond her peripheral vision. Its eyes of golden flames seemed to focus on her and her alone, staring into her soul, reading her thoughts, judging the condition of her heart. A lump formed in Song’s throat. Her breath quickened.

“My creator, Glorious Shardraku . . .” Song kept her voice low. “Take mercy on your servant, and show her your favor. I beg of you . . . please . . . do not allow my sister to die in the assault on Evstrion.”

Her lips trembled. Rodraku laws forbade praying for anything other than the privilege of glorifying the creator.

Footsteps echoed in the corridor outside the sanctuary. Song eyed the entrance to the room. When the steps faded away, she returned her attention to the altar. Shardraku appeared larger and more vibrant than before. Shimmering yellow scales glistened in the firelight.

Song clasped her hands together. “Protect her. Please, guard her beneath your mighty wings. Watch over her when I cannot. I surrender my life, my creator, asking only that you spare Lila.”

Her eyes closed as she bowed her head and continued the prayer required by her code. “The Dragon does not deceive. To lie is a trait of weakness, unacceptable to the blood of the Dragon. The Dragon does not sneak, slither, or hide. An enemy should die knowing the Dragon has defeated them. The Dragon does not retreat. The Dragon does not surrender.”

Song opened her eyes and came to her feet. The smoke from the incense cleared. The candles burned low, casting an ember light that brought out the undertones in the mural. For a moment, the golden creator shifted to the slightest hue of red.
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A steady snow fell from the sky as Valik emerged from his hut the next morning. It was a welcome sight. Since the beginning of the war-machine invasion, the Magni had come to appreciate the harsh weather of their homeworld.

The village buzzed with commotion. Had the androids already reached Heimsgar? Adrenaline surged within him at the prospect of combat and glory, but it eased away when Valik saw that none of the Magni were wielding weapons or shouting orders. Something was happening, but it was not a battle.

“Wartooth!” Valik called to the enormous warrior lumbering past his hut, carrying a mug full of mead even at the first light of day. “What’s going on?”

Wartooth looked in Valik’s direction, then tilted his head toward the mead hall.

Valik ran up the hill to the hall. A group of the Last Men were trying to push through the door at the same time, but they parted as Valik approached.

When he strode through the door, he saw Rolf and Halvor standing in the middle of the hall, warlike expressions on their faces.

Lara and Elise were among the group gathered on the side of the firepit across from Valik. When Lara caught sight of him, Valik held his palms out as if to ask Lara if she knew what this was all about. She shrugged, but Valik knew Lara well enough to recognize nervousness on her face.

A moderate clamor filled the hall. When all the Last Men had made their way inside, the doors were shut, and Rolf raised his hands. Everyone fell silent. Halvor stood with his arms crossed.

Rolf’s voice thundered throughout the hall. “One of the greatest traditions of the Magni—one of our most important traditions—is the decision of leadership. Tyr created the Magni to be the mightiest warriors in the universe, and the Great Wolf succeeded. We are the stone.”

“We are the stone!” Their war cry shook the walls.

Rolf raised his chin. “My leadership has been challenged, and after consideration, I have deemed the challenger worthy.”

Valik’s heart seized in his chest. It can’t be. Not now.

“Halvor,” Rolf continued, “is one of our finest warriors and a trusted advisor. With a battle against the blackbloods looming, we must ensure we have the strongest chieftain, chosen by Tyr’s law, to lead our people. Halvor, son of Jary, I accept your challenge.”

Commotion arose in the room as hundreds of voices spoke in hurried whispers. Valik stood rigidly, his eyes wide.

Rolf held up his hands and again received silence. “At this time, I invite any others to challenge for the leadership of this clan. Only the strongest may lead, but if you feel the call of our creator”—Rolf’s eyes locked onto Valik—“it is your duty to answer.”

A rush of strange energy shot through Valik’s body. He felt as if he was being pushed and pulled at the same time by thousands of invisible hands. Something in his mind told him to step forward, a feeling like nothing he had ever experienced, even in his most earnest prayers.

At the same time, a foul sensation came over him, as if from some other direction. The growl of the hagaron echoed in the darkness of his mind. In his memories, Einar screamed for help, and Valik stood still.

The chieftain surveyed the room, then looked back to Valik. After a moment, Rolf pushed his shoulders back. “Very well. Let the challenge begin!”
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The Clan of the Last Men formed a giant circle in the large, open space behind the mead hall. Except for the handful of men and women assigned sentry duty, the law required every soul in Heimsgar to attend challenges for leadership. It provided a reminder of their entire way of life—that the Wolf was the mightiest of all creators, and that only the strongest could lead Tyr’s people to victory.

Musicians pounded on war drums. Halvor bounced from side to side, tossing a hefty wooden sword back and forth between his hands. Rolf held a smaller wooden sword in his right hand and wore his circular wooden shield on his left arm. Despite Valik’s knowledge that Rolf stood a bit shorter than both Halvor and himself, in his eyes, the chieftain resembled a giant.

Years had passed since the last challenge to Rolf’s leadership. It had been Wartooth, and most of the clan had expected the monstrous brute to triumph. In fact, many had considered the melee to be a formality. But Rolf was as smart as he was strong, and though Wartooth justified his challenge through his skill in battle, in the end, the creator’s medallion still hung around Rolf’s neck while Wartooth bled on the snow.

Lara made her way to Valik’s side before the fight began. She didn’t say anything, but her hand found Valik’s as Rolf addressed his challenger. “Halvor, son of Jary, are you ready?”

Halvor snapped to attention, then dropped to one knee, sinking the wooden blade into the snow. He bowed his head to Rolf—the ultimate sign of respect among the Magni—then came back to his feet and assumed a battle stance. “Rolf, son of Asmund, Chieftain of the Last Men, I am ready!”

The odd sensation returned to Valik’s chest, like a strange pull tugging him to step forward into the melee, but he did not move.

Rolf put his right foot back and raised his shield. “Begin!”

The combatants charged at each other through the falling snow. Halvor used both hands to raise his sword high above his head and brought the weapon crashing down on Rolf. The chieftain blocked the blow with his shield, but the force of it sent him stumbling back.

Halvor pressed his attack, swinging at Rolf’s head. The chieftain ducked the blade and bounced to the side. He thrust his sword at Halvor, catching him in the ribs. The challenger grunted in pain. Despite being wooden, the training weapons could do real damage. Valik had a thousand memories of bruises and broken bones to prove it.

Rolf spun and swung the sword, hitting his opponent hard on the left arm. Halvor faltered and growled in rage. Rolf lunged forward, bashing his shield into Halvor’s head. The challenger hit the ground, sword falling from his hands. A few clansmen cheered their leader. Valik gave a small pump with his clenched fist.

The chieftain tried two stomps but missed as Halvor rolled away. Rolf raised his sword high, leapt up, and brought the sword down.

Halvor stopped rolling and, with a roar that rivaled any of the creatures roaming Gunmir, caught Rolf’s sword hand. Rolf gritted his teeth, his arm trembling in its force against his younger opponent. Halvor’s body shook with effort as well, but he quickly came to his feet and hammered the chieftain with a thunderous overhand right.

Rolf reeled back. Halvor charged and hit Rolf with a hard left, then another right. Rolf’s sword and shield fell from his grasp. Blood sprayed into the air.

The war drums increased in speed and intensity. Rolf dodged the next punch by sidestepping left. He hit Halvor with a hard right of his own. The challenger stumbled but recovered in a flash, then delivered an overhand right that dropped Rolf to the ground. The chieftain began to clamber back to his feet.

“Stay down!” Halvor slammed the chieftain’s face with another colossal punch. Rolf crashed down again.

A tremor ran through Valik’s body. His arms and legs begged for action, though he knew he could do nothing.

The challenger raised his fist as the chieftain came to a knee, but Rolf lifted an open palm. “I yield. I yield.”

The drums stopped. Halvor bent over, hands on knees, and gulped the cold air.

Rolf clambered to his feet, bruised and exhausted. He went up to the man who had just pummeled him and threw both arms around his body in a hug. Halvor returned the embrace. The crowd cheered.

When they released each other, Rolf swayed a little as if ready to collapse, but he wore a bloody grin. Rolf removed the medallion from his neck and placed it over Halvor’s head. “Tomorrow, when our people defeat the blackbloods at the battle of Heimsgar, it will be under the leadership of Halvor, son of Jary, Chieftain of the Last Men!”

The crowd roared with approval. Lara clapped dutifully. Valik felt as if in a dream. The sensation that had consumed him during the melee was gone, leaving an emptiness behind. He scanned his surroundings in disbelief, then caught eyes with Rolf.

The former chieftain gazed back at him for a long moment, then closed his eyes and shook his head, as if tossing a thought away.
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Koji didn’t move the entire next day, not even when the Rodraku soldier brought what passed for a meal in the middle of the afternoon. The salve had numbed the pain of his wounds long enough for him to sleep.

He had dreamed about the mine—the boy, the painted symbol on the ground, the sparkling, blue gem in the cave. In his dream, every time Koji reached for the stone—when he almost had it in his grasp—his back exploded with the pain of the whip, and he woke in a feverish sweat. Moments later, he fell asleep to dream it all over again.

Tarquin’s daughter returned to his quarters that night. She wore the same hood and carried the same sack, but something new perched on her left hand—a yellow lizard with black spots. The creature eyed Koji, then scurried beneath her sleeve.

Koji winced as he lifted himself onto his side, though his wounds hurt less than he expected. “You can take off your hood, if you want. I know you’re the Regent’s daughter. But please, tell me your real name.”

She removed the hood and revealed the face Koji had seen at his whipping. As always, she wore full makeup and her hair sat perfectly in place. The familiar aroma had followed her through the door. “It’s Kotori. How did you know who I was?”

Koji rested on his elbow, a rare spot on his body that had not burned or bled over the past few days. “It’s your fragrance. I’ve never smelled anything like that. What is it?”

Kotori gave a small smile as she knelt next to him. The lizard poked its head out from beneath the collar of her robe, spotted Koji, then retreated beneath the fabric.

Kotori handed Koji a bottle of water and spoke in the Avarix language. “The perfume is made from the dragon flower, which blooms on Kyrdraku, our home planet. I’ve seen it in pictures, but never in real life. My books say that it grows only there, the mark of our creator, Shardraku.” She laid a light hand on Koji’s shoulder to coax him down onto his stomach.

Koji steadied himself to lie on his stomach, then twisted his head to look at her. “You’ve never been to Kyrdraku?”

Kotori opened the jar of salve and began deftly applying it. “Never. My mother gave birth to me here on Avarios, and I was very sick as a child. I was not allowed to return to Kyrdraku to attend school, so I stayed with my parents and had private instructors.” Her face brightened. “But I know all there is to know about my home planet. I have lots of books, and a wonderful tutor, Masato.”

The tingling in Koji’s wounds did not burn as much as it had the previous night. “Did your tutor also teach you the phoenix tongue?”

“Yes,” Kotori said. “He convinced my father to allow me to read books from your culture. Masato told him that it would be important for future generations of Rodraku to understand our enemies, even after the war ends. Just as we are mining your planet for its mineral resources, we should also exploit any available knowledge.”

“Sounds like a great teacher,” Koji said.

“He was a soldier first.” Kotori began to treat the final wound. “Masato fought alongside my father during the War of Fire. He was a great general and led the attack on the final Avarix outpost.” She pointed out the window at the moon. “There.”

The lizard scampered out of her sleeve and onto her extended finger. Kotori stood and set the creature on the edge of the windowsill. “Sit here, Aja, until I’m finished.”

The lizard regarded Kotori for a moment, then snapped its head toward Koji and froze. The creature glared at him.

Koji eyed the lizard. “I don’t think that thing likes me.”

Another smile appeared as Kotori replaced the lid and returned the jar to the sack. “He has never liked anybody but me, but you should be thanking him. If not for Aja, I wouldn’t be able to visit you like this.”

Koji got into a sitting position, careful to keep his back away from the rough clay wall. “What do you mean? Does he check for guards when you’re sneaking out and signal you when it’s clear?”

“He likes to play at night.” Kotori sat on the edge of the mattress and watched her lizard in the window.

“Ever since I was a little girl,” she went on, “I would get up with him during the late hours to explore the palace. Because of that, my parents and the guards are used to me being out of my room when most of the compound has already gone to bed. Slipping past palace security to get here was easy.”

Koji was not surprised. The palace guards had little cause for concern. In all his life as a slave, the Avarix people in this area had never staged any type of uprising, let alone attempted to breach the walls of the compound.

“Well then,” he said, “I’m grateful to both of you, but you shouldn’t have risked helping me. If you are caught . . .”

“I understand the consequences,” Kotori said, her smile fading. “Shardraku’s Code is clear.”

“Then why are you here? Why help me, the enemy of your creator?”

Kotori shook her head. “I couldn’t bear the thought of you suffering because you dared to risk your life saving a child.”

“Your father would kill that child if the boy didn’t serve a purpose.”

“I am not my father.” Kotori jumped to her feet and held her hand up to the window. The lizard scurried to her finger and down into the sleeve of her robe. Kotori snatched the sack from the floor and spun toward the door.

Koji’s words came out rushed. “Please, don’t go. I’m sorry.”

Kotori stopped at the door, then slowly turned. “I don’t blame you for hating us.”

“No one understands what it means to be hated more than me,” Koji stated. “I’m a slave in the eyes of your people and a traitor in the eyes of my own.”

“But you weren’t given a choice,” Kotori said. “You must have been just a boy when they pulled you from that mining camp.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Koji said. “And their hatred for me doesn’t matter either. We’re all just trying to survive as long as we can. The war is over. Your people will soon destroy our world. Any hope for my people died a long time ago.”

Kotori pulled the hood over her face. “Hope is not dead, Koji. Not while there are men like you.” She opened the door to leave.

“Kotori, wait.” Koji leaned forward in the bed. “Please, will I see you again tomorrow night?”

But Kotori was gone.

[image: * * *]

The next face Koji saw at his door belonged to the Rodraku soldier responsible for inflicting the wounds on his back. The soldier wore the standard armor—red plates made of a strong metallic alloy over a black mesh body suit—though he had no helmet. He held his energy rifle with one hand.

The soldier spat on the ground in Koji’s hut. “On your feet,” he ordered in the dragon tongue.

The dawn of a new day pushed through the doorway around the soldier. Koji rolled out of bed. He felt beads of sweat, but they had nothing to do with the morning heat. Had the Rodraku found out? Had Kotori been caught? If that were true, they would not have bothered to wake me before slitting my throat.

The soldier jerked Koji up by the arm and twisted him around to look at his back. “You’ve healed enough. Back to work today. But first, you will deliver the rations to the camp.”

Koji nodded and started toward the door. Delivering food rations to the slave camp was one of his more menial tasks, though he appreciated any time spent away from the mineshaft.

“Stop,” the soldier barked.

Koji froze.

The soldier pointed a black-gloved finger at the armor hanging on the wall.

Koji lowered his head, then nodded again.

A few minutes later, he emerged from his quarters. The copper chest plate that bore the image of the Dragon Creator fit tight around his torso, rubbing through his thin shirt against the wounds on his back. He doubted that he could have withstood the pain without Kotori’s salve. He left the whip inside the hut.

The supply truck was waiting when Koji reached the hangar outside the rear of the compound. A cargo ship—the only type of Rodraku space vessel Koji had ever seen—sat in front of the hangar with its bay doors open. The ship resembled a long, gray tube with engines on one end and a cockpit at the other.

Koji lowered his eyes as he marched past two pilots who were chatting with one of Tarquin’s guards. The pilots wore red flight suits with gold dragon’s head emblems on the left side of their chests. Koji could feel their eyes on him. The pilots stopped their conversation and waited for him to pass.

A soldier dressed in full red armor and wielding an energy rifle stood at the bay doors as Koji approached. “Load the rations onto the truck and deliver them to the camp,” the soldier snapped. “You have two hours.”

Koji had heard the command countless times before and responded in the Rodraku tongue as he knew he must. “I will obey.”

The tight, copper armor hindered his every movement. Sharp, rusty edges dug into his skin as he pulled the metal ration boxes from the cargo bay and loaded them onto the truck.

As he performed the mindless task, his thoughts filled with Kotori. If he concentrated hard enough, Koji could even deceive himself that her unique, wonderful scent floated in the stifling heat of the morning air. He spoke to her in his mind, pretending he could see her face and hear her responses.

Would he see her again tonight? The thought inspired him, and before he knew it, Koji had placed the last box onto the truck and climbed into the driver’s seat.

Koji touched the steering wheel. The engine activated, and the chip in the back of his neck buzzed in response.

He had gotten used to his tracking implant and barely regarded its bite anymore. The Rodraku implanted a chip in every Avarix slave to prevent escape. If any were detected leaving the area, they were hunted down and killed.

The monitor on the dashboard lit up and presented the optimal route to his destination—the same dirt path he had driven thousands of times. In the bottom right corner of the screen, a small timer displayed two hours and began to count down.
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“The traitor? This is the one she wants to see?” A large slave with short, blond curls scowled. Muscles rippled along his right bicep, but his thin left arm hung limp at his side, the scar of a torch scorpion’s sting obvious on his forearm. Behind him, a sea of ramshackle huts made up the slave camp. Shanties built from rusty scrap metal leaned against each other as far as Koji could see.

“It’s him, Ro. No doubt. The Oracle was very clear.” The slave named Takeo didn’t have the size of his friend. He didn’t even have his left eye, a truth concealed by a black patch with straps disappearing into his brown hair.

“I don’t have time for this,” Koji dared to say as he thought of the timer ticking down in the truck. He grunted as he picked up a heavy ration box with both arms and started toward the large tin shack that served as a dining hall.

Ro moved into his path. He spoke slowly with a deep, rumbling voice. “If the Oracle wants to see you, traitor, the Oracle will see you.”

Takeo jerked the box of rations out of Koji’s arms and let it drop on the ground with a thud. “Ro will handle your delivery. Come with me.”

Ro bent over and easily lifted the load with his right arm, as if the box were empty.

Koji considered the truck, still full of rations. Takeo and Ro had already set him behind schedule. He did not want to cause another commotion that would end in punishment for himself or other Avarix. By Rodraku standards, the whipping had been a lenient response to his last offense.

“All right,” Koji said reluctantly. “Where is she?”

Takeo smirked. “Follow me.”

He led Koji through the maze of arranged garbage that made up the Avarix camp. The one-eyed slave moved swiftly as he wove through the small, tin homes. Most were empty—the slaves had begun their work in the mines for the day—though the occasional shack held a woman tending to multiple infants, or children playing games with rocks.

Koji thought he spied the boy from the mine watching him from behind an empty barrel, but Takeo’s quick pace didn’t allow time for a closer look.

The slave camp had no semblance of organization or common paths, but Takeo’s constant twists and turns seemed excessive, even for such a chaotic mess as this was. After a sharp right turn followed by an immediate left, Koji spotted the same barrel again, though the boy had vanished.

He’s leading me in circles. Koji’s mind returned to the dashboard of the truck, to the timer racing against him. The throbbing wounds on his back reminded him of the consequences of disobedience.

He halted beneath the shade of a large tarp held up by three metal bars driven into the sand. “Where are you taking me?”

“We’re here.” Takeo gestured to the doorway of a dilapidated shack.

Koji hesitated, wondering if this was an ambush. The other slaves often made clear their hatred for Avarix men chosen to serve as guards. Still, he doubted they would risk the retaliation of the Regent. The Rodraku treated an attack on somebody wearing the symbol of the Dragon Creator—even an Avarix slave—as an attack on Shardraku himself.

The morning sun shone from behind the tiny shack, which had neither windows nor cracks between the metal walls to allow incoming light. Koji stepped into the dark room, allowing his eyes to adjust.

Dirty blankets were piled in one corner, and a few empty ration boxes made up the rest of the furniture. Hoarding such boxes—even empty ones—violated the Rodraku rules for the Avarix camp, but Koji chose to ignore it.

“There’s nobody here,” Koji remarked as Takeo came through the doorway. “Or is your great Oracle invisible too?”

But Takeo only grunted and shook his head. He kicked aside a ration box, crouched to the ground, and brushed away the sand to reveal a metal latch. Takeo lifted a piece of sheet metal that had been buried beneath the dirt, uncovering a hole.

Koji started in disbelief, then knelt for closer inspection. A small set of steps carved into the dirt led into apparent nothingness.

Takeo stood at the doorway as if checking for onlookers. “Go. Be quick about it.”
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The trapdoor slammed shut above Koji. A layer of dust fell over his head as he reached the bottom of the steps. He had expected Takeo to follow, but the one-eyed slave stayed above ground.

A single candle on a small, wooden table glowed at the other end of a long, narrow room. The air carried a hint of burning spice. Wooden beams braced the rock walls and ceiling, but a smooth, concrete floor extended beneath him.

“Come.” The candle flickered as a gentle voice floated across the room.

Koji had not seen her at first, the woman sitting at the edge of the candlelight. As he drew near, her form took shape against the darkness. The Oracle sat cross-legged on a mound of pillows. She wore loose-fitting clothes of spun gold with red trim, not dissimilar from the robes of Tarquin.

Koji tensed. He feared he might have walked into a Rodraku trap, but the sight of the Oracle’s mask laid that possibility to rest. It appeared to have been molded from a dingy but large piece of gold. Red paintings of feathers covered the area of the mask beneath both eyes and along her cheeks. The ends of the wings crossed over each other to hide her mouth. The feathers reached above her eyes as well, spreading across her forehead and touching the hood of her robe. A golden beak stretched over her nose.

Koji could see none of her skin beneath the robes and mask. Her eyes were exposed, though he could not determine their color in the dim light.

Neither Koji nor the woman moved, yet the candle between them flickered again, as if it might be snuffed out at any moment.

“Why have you brought me here?” Koji said.

The voice of the Oracle gave no sign of her age, though the words sounded purer than anything Koji could ever remember hearing. “Arios has summoned you, but not to this place. You are here now because you should be there, with our creator. This is not your path.”

Arios. Koji caught himself staring into the candle rather than at the Oracle. He had not heard the name of the Red Phoenix—the Avarix Creator—since he was a boy, before the Rodraku took him away to become a guard.

“I’m sorry, but you made a mistake,” Koji said. “I haven’t heard any call. Everyone knows our creator is dead.”

“Many believe that is so, and yet you are one of two who have seen proof otherwise.”

Koji’s brow furrowed. “You’re telling me that I’ve seen Arios?”

“In the womb of this decaying planet,” the Oracle said. “Only days ago.”

The blue gem sparkled in Koji’s mind, the stone from the cavern in the mineshaft.

“Yes,” the Oracle said, as if she knew his thoughts.

With a shaky breath, Koji moved back. “This is insane.” He spun around and started in the direction of the steps.

The Oracle’s voice contained no sense of urgency. “The boy told you to leave him there. Why did you not listen?”

Koji stopped in his tracks. How could she know about that? Maybe the child had told her, but he couldn’t shake the sensation that she knew more. “What are you asking me to do?”

“I ask for nothing. Your creator calls to you.”

“And if I don’t answer the call?”

The Oracle sat atop her pillows like a statue. The candlelight flickered again. For a moment, the flame went out, then sparked back to life.

Koji stepped toward the light. “All Avarix know Arios is dead. The mercy of the Rodraku is our only hope for survival.”

The Oracle said nothing. The flame of the candle faded until almost invisible on the wick, like a solitary lamp placed atop a dark tower.

Koji remembered the timer on his truck. How long had he been gone? He rushed to the steps, barely visible in the dying light.

As he started up the steps, he heard the voice of the Oracle again. “Your creator calls to you.”


[image: 10: Tom]


TOM wandered through the towering mountains of spare parts. He had never been to the scrap heaps and assumed most androids came here only once. The endless piles of junk had no apparent system of organization, a distinct change from the intricate design and overwhelming power that comprised the rest of the rings.

Every so often, the head of a deactivated android seemed to catch eyes with TOM from a hiding place amidst the heaping mounds. His systems jolted at the sight of them. These androids were powered down and harmless, but the images of them lingered. Avarix slaves often showed characteristics of fear around the bodies of their deceased. TOM’s analysis had never derived any useful insight as to the logic behind such behavior.

Now, it somehow made sense.

His fingers gripped the hard drive he had taken from his ship. TOM brought the small box to his face, activated it, and for reasons beyond the understanding of his own internal processes, he began to make sounds.

The machines had never needed verbal language, not like the Avarix race TOM had observed since his activation. The idea of speaking out loud interested TOM as he trod through the garbage—a way to pass the time, perhaps. He could have spoken the Avarix language, but instead, he chose to create something new. His files logged every sound he made, and he attached meanings to each one, constructing words as he went along.

“I am alone.” His voice showed not as text, but as unique sound waves in the bottom right corner of his internal display. According to the exabytes of information in TOM’s memory, this was the first sentence in the history of the machines to be spoken out loud. He studied the hard drive, the proof of his newest creation, now the sole evidence in all five worlds that an android could speak.

He could not derive anything else to say, so he deactivated the drive.

A siren blared in the distance. The entire planet was on alert. The System had found him. TOM took off at a run as he ascertained the roar of aircraft approaching his position.

He analyzed the sound waves and confirmed his suspicions—AS 270s, at least three of them. An image of the craft appeared on the left of TOM’s internal display. They were the fastest of the machines’ low-altitude vehicles, designed for reconnaissance, but each self-piloted craft carried a modest payload of explosives. How had they found him so quickly?

TOM’s metal feet pounded against the ground, optics scanning the area for places to hide. The engines grew louder. The ships would be on top of him soon.

An old shuttle engine lay a short distance ahead, a large and empty black tube, jutting out of a heap of metal. It was similar to the mineshaft on Avarios.

TOM ran inside the tube. The sound waves of the AS 270s grew larger. A new algorithm estimated 30 seconds before the craft reached his position. How was it tracking him?

TOM scanned his memory banks for intelligence about the planet’s self-surveillance techniques. An image of a tracking chip flashed on his display, a small square board with minor circuitry. It completed a rotation, then shrank as a diagram of his own head appeared. The image of the tracking device settled into place in the side of the android’s skull and blinked.

00:00:20

The aircraft would reach him soon.

TOM searched the area. A twisted piece of metal with a jagged edge lay near his feet. He picked up the sliver of scrap and scanned it—titanium alloy ripped from the body of an android. It would serve his purpose. TOM held it to the area of his head that housed the tracking chip, hesitated for a second, then jammed it into his skull.

Damage alerts accompanied the searing pain that shot through his body—another sensation TOM had never experienced. He collapsed against the side of the tube.

His display flashed red.

00:00:15

The image of TOM’s skull reappeared on his internal display and showed the foreign piece of steel piercing through. The metal tip was centimeters from the tracking device.

00:00:12

TOM pushed the metal closer to the chip. His body throbbed with agony.

00:00:10

He fell to his knees. The tube trembled with the sound of the AS 270s. The hard drive fell from his hand.

00:00:05

The makeshift blade touched the tracking device, but the device remained active. The AS 270s’ engines shook the ground. TOM twisted the titanium blade with all his strength to create a hole, then pulled out the blade.

00:00:03

TOM thrust two fingers into the hole. His body jolted as the tips of his fingers grazed the edge of the chip.

00:00:02

TOM seized the tracker and pulled it from his head.

00:00:01

He crushed the chip in his hand.

00:00:00

The detonation sent shock waves that hurled TOM deeper into the engine tube. The sound waves consumed his entire display, then blinked out of existence.

TOM slammed into a pile of junk that had collected at the far end of the engine. He ignored the onslaught of warnings on his display and threw his arms over his head as debris crashed down, covering the mouth of the tube.

He waited to be crushed, but the mountain of metal did not collapse on top of him. He lifted his head. The shaking decreased to a minor clatter, and the warnings on his display ceased, save for the alert regarding his skull. TOM acknowledged the notification, and it vanished.

His optics switched to night vision. The explosion had sealed off his exit, but the back end of the engine tube maintained its integrity. TOM wondered if his last hours would be spent buried with the parts of his predecessors.

A quick check of his vitals showed no other significant damage. The deterioration scan ran as well.

6 days.

The unknown energy rose again inside of TOM, and a degree of warmth swept over him. He paused, expecting the anomaly to pass, but soon the sensation covered his body and settled, like a constant, low electrical surge.

TOM surveyed the area, detecting no signs of anything but scrap. A tiny energy signature registered on his display, something ahead of him underneath the rubble that had filled the mouth of the tube.

TOM moved forward and knelt. His hands dug into the debris, reaching for the power, and pulled out the hard drive from the ship. His systems detected no significant damage to the device.

The drive lit up at TOM’s touch. He hadn’t intended to activate the drive, but since it was on, TOM held it to his face. “I . . . am alone.”
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TOM’s energy levels were high, but he deactivated his low-light vision and other non-critical processes. The readings could no longer be trusted, not if his body was deteriorating.

He didn’t mind the dark—there was nothing to see. He sorted through computations of potential courses of action. He needed to reach one of the upgrade facilities and plug himself into a terminal for a total systems reboot. Maybe if the System had a hardline into his body, it could identify whatever change had occurred inside TOM and apply the proper fix. If repairing his body and putting TOM back to work calculated as more efficient than creating a replacement tactical observation android, the System would not destroy him. Surely the Programmer possessed the power to save him. TOM saw no other possibilities for continued existence.

A quick study of his internal maps revealed the optimal path from his current position to the repair facility on the first ring.

TOM ran an algorithm that would derive the probability of reaching his destination, but all attempted calculations returned error messages. The anomaly had made his body an unknown and, therefore, unquantifiable variable.

6 days.

Perhaps much less if he attempted this mission.

TOM ran the algorithm again, using generic data for a standard tactical observation android in the equation. Assuming moderate opposition from the other machines, a TOM unit stood a 4.83% chance of reaching the facility.

The logic behind the percentage was simple—TOM units were designed to watch important events from far away—not to run, hide, and fight.

Making matters worse was the fact that most of the machines were created for battle. Except for a few observation units and simple working-class androids, they were tools of war—operated by the System and driven by the Command, which had been issued by the Programmer at moment 0000.00.00.00.00.01.

The Command. TOM hadn’t thought of it since the anomaly had infected him. The Command text still had not returned to his visual display. He accessed his primary objectives and found the directive remained at the top of the list: Destroy all enemy planets before time-out. It was the order from which all other directives were derived, including his own objectives as an observation android.

“No.”

The hard drive lit up beside him. The device must have activated at the sound of his voice. TOM picked up the small piece of technology and studied it. He had never known the drive to be capable of voice activation.

6 days.

TOM didn’t know why he kept running the deterioration scan. His systems had made no progress in identifying the anomaly in his body, and the archives held nothing in the entire history of the machines that bore any resemblance to the phenomenon inside him.

His energy levels spiked at the thought of it. The power centralized at the front of his chest plate and pulsed, like a pull urging him forward.

TOM stood, hard drive in his hand. Moving forward computed as logical. To save himself and re-assimilate into the System, he would need to leave the safety of the darkness. He had no verifiable data on how much time remained until his body started to fail since his internal sensors could no longer be trusted. That uncertainty caused a disagreeable sensation, like loose parts in his lower torso.

TOM detected the faintest light invading his optical field, and he knew his circuitry might already be malfunctioning. TOM activated his low-light vision and made his way toward the blocked entrance of the engine tube. When he could go no farther, he bent over and pulled a large piece of scrap metal away from the entrance. TOM calculated it would take hours to clear enough debris for him to squeeze out. Six days until total systems failure, but maybe much less if his body became worthless.

The energy surged. TOM found moving the scrap metal to be easier than projected. He did not question it and continued to dig.
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Machine warships filled the sky by the time TOM reached the terminal port at the edge of the scrap heap. The port was no longer aligned with the other rings, which meant that even if he could activate the terminal without setting off alarms, it would not be helpful.

TOM’s data showed another terminal located on the second ring, a port used primarily for moving large groups of androids at a time. He could not confirm whether the terminal was active, but it represented his best chance of success.

To get there, he would need to pass through an array of power stations and programming hubs followed by endless rows of inactive androids—all parts of the massive circuit that was the machine world, components that ultimately served the Command. The probability of TOM resuming his place among those parts proved impossible to calculate. His current condition presented an unknown, unquantifiable variable, but the only alternative was to accept termination.

A small pile of clothes lay near the edge of the scrap heap, residual artifacts of Magni humans who had been captured for study. TOM rummaged through the pile. Most of the clothes were ripped beyond use, but after a few minutes, he discovered a leather tunic. Attached to the tunic was a belt with a small pouch.

TOM evaluated the material. Even with his tracking chip removed, probability algorithms suggested that the System might scan the area for TOM’s abnormal energy signature caused by the anomaly. The clothes would do almost nothing to mask his signal.

He dropped the tunic and started to walk away, then stopped. He returned to the clothes and checked in all directions. No sign of immediate danger. TOM placed his arms through the sleeves, pulled the tunic over his head, and fastened the belt around his waist. The hard drive fit perfectly in the pouch.

TOM caught his reflection in a piece of copper on the ground. The android staring back at him seemed awkward in the ill-fitting clothes. The tunic was much too big, but perhaps at a great distance, the material might at least distort his signal. That alone would justify the extra weight.
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TOM reached the rows of inactive soldier androids faster than expected. He had run through the array of power stations and hubs as if chased by some invisible beast. It was new—the concept of an unseen danger at his back—and in many ways, far worse than the bombing at the scrap heap. TOM had catalogued behaviors that indicated these types of thoughts and emotions in the Avarix for years but never predicted he could experience them himself.

TOM moved swiftly between the rows of soldier androids in their ports, though he did not detect any apparent dangers in this sector of the second ring. Active androids had no reason to visit this zone except on rare maintenance assignments. The inactive androids stretched farther than TOM’s visual sensors could see. The third and outermost ring loomed above him.

He paused to observe one of the soldier androids in its port. Soon, this android would be activated and ordered to move to the nearest terminal, where it would be lifted to the outer ring, loaded onto an infantry carrier ship, and sent off to battle.

TOM didn’t have much information on the war against the planet Gunmir, though his archives suggested the System had long anticipated the destruction of the cold planet.

That meant Gunmir’s inhabitants—primitive and underdeveloped, according to his data—were putting up a better fight than originally projected by the machines. Or the war machines were having difficulty locating a weak point on the planet’s dense outer surface where they could initiate the final destruction.

Either way, the massive number of ships launching from the third ring meant the System planned to escalate the assault.

TOM resumed moving forward. If his maps were correct, he would reach the next terminal within an hour.

After several minutes, a significant rise in surrounding energy levels flashed on TOM’s visual display. The readings came from all directions. TOM could feel the new energy throughout his body, as if the wires inside him had started sparking all at once. He stopped.

The rack of androids on his right lit up. Energy lines radiated with power as they ran from the outer frame of the cells to the war machines inside.

A soldier raised its head. Its red eyes glowed.

TOM turned and ran. Ahead of him, soldiers stepped out of their ports in unison. They were bigger than TOM, much bigger, but not yet armed for battle. He crossed between ports into the next row. The war machines there were emerging as well. He was trapped.

Stop.

The command appeared on TOM’s display. The soldiers converged on him.

“No.” The power surged in TOM’s arms. Metal footsteps thundered on all sides. They were trying to surround him.

The power inside TOM grew more intense. He ran straight at a soldier, his speed increasing with every step. A quick flash across his screen indicated imminent impact. The soldier raised two hands to stop him.

“No!” TOM slammed into the soldier. The android flew to the side, crashing into two more units approaching from an angle.

TOM crossed rows again, back to the center aisle of androids. A soldier grabbed his arm. TOM reacted with a fast punch to the android’s head. As the skull detached and flew away, the android collapsed to both knees and fell forward.

TOM froze. He had never been programmed for combat but there was no time to think about it now. TOM hurried away from the headless android.

He ducked and dodged between the soldiers. To TOM’s astonishment, these androids were slower than him, less agile. He wove in and out between the rows of ports to create confusion. His internal display identified each oncoming threat and the optimal angles for escape. TOM’s systems had never done anything like it, but he allowed them to guide him.

Stop.

The order continued to invade his display, but TOM didn’t dare slow down. A soldier crashed into him from the side. TOM toppled over, then rolled to regain his footing. Another android grasped TOM from behind. He broke the soldier’s grip and spun with a kick that shattered the machine’s midsection. Wires sparked in the gaping hole, and the red eyes faded to black.

Androids poured in from all sides. Dodging became much more difficult, and TOM’s speed decreased. His display identified each new threat with red outlines, but soon there were too many to track. TOM used the ports to block them when he could, but the number of androids kept increasing. He couldn’t fight them all, not this many. He had to escape.

TOM leaped to the top of one of the empty ports. For a moment in midair, TOM realized that he had never jumped before.

He landed on top of the port and saw the terminal in the distance, separated from him by a mass of active soldiers. An android leaped and seized his leg. TOM struggled free, then jumped to the top of the next cell. A few soldiers reached for him and missed. TOM vaulted to the port on his right, then forward again.

TOM’s internal systems learned his strategy. Blinking squares identified the closest ports, like flashing green stepping stones across a sea of red danger.

The terminal drew closer. TOM kept his eyes on his goal as he glided over his aggressors. Soon, he no longer noticed the green indicators of the cells and had all but forgotten the soldiers. He gained speed as he focused on the terminal, guided by the energy pulling him forward. His feet didn’t seem to touch the cells at all.

The sensation amazed him. TOM didn’t think of the terminal anymore, but only of the pull inside his body, the indescribable energy that consumed him. He felt an urge to deactivate his optics and move based on the feeling alone.

No, that does not register as logical. TOM snapped back to full functionality. The terminal lay not much farther ahead. His systems calculated the distance at less than a kilometer.

The soldiers started to climb the sides of the ports. TOM had to pinpoint his landings, hitting the corner of a cell, then vaulting off quickly to avoid a soldier pulling itself up on the other side.

The thrill of the energy faded, replaced by awareness of the surrounding danger. TOM calculated the distance to the terminal: 0.5 kilometers. If he could get there—get down to the first ring—he could re-assimilate. He would belong in the System again, a functioning piece of the Programmer’s design.

TOM sped up. Soldiers stood atop many of the ports. Others destroyed ports he hadn’t yet reached to limit his options.

His systems outlined the last remaining path.

0.25 kilometers

The terminal loomed before him, a cylinder of energy like a beacon of light. If he could reach it . . .

0.10 kilometers

Only a few ports stood between him and his goal. He tried to focus on his next landing spot, but his attention shifted to the mass of enemies all around him. TOM’s foot hit the port, and as he prepared to launch himself off it, the metal gave way.

“No!” TOM fell into an ocean of androids’ hands, all grasping for him.

The red danger engulfed him until he could register nothing else.
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Avan shone a light blue as the Rodraku jumpship exited hyperspace. Behind the moon, Isarion loomed like a mossy, green giant.

It was the closest Song had ever come to the enemy homeworld. It made her think of Avarios, the Phoenix planet, where the previous generation of Rodraku warriors had brought glory to their creator. She would do the same on Isarion, perhaps etching her name in the history books as a great servant of Shardraku, worthy of the Holy Order of the Jinsai.

Her Talon hissed as it detached and fell away from the side of the jumpship. Adrenaline rushed through her veins. She loved the moments before a mission. “Song away and ready. Jinsai, check in.”

“Eiko away and ready.”

“Olina away and ready.”

“Itiya away and ready.”

The piloting interface covered Song’s body with its red energy grid. She leaned forward and moved her Talon into position at the front of the group.

The other Jinsai fell into formation around her—Olina on her starboard side, Eiko on her port, with Itiya completing the diamond pattern from behind Song. Three indicators in the bottom right corner of Song’s HUD showed each Jinsai’s ship at 100 percent shields and full armament.

“Formation complete,” Song reported.

The face of the Rodraku jumpship pilot flashed onto Song’s display. “The next jumpship will arrive in twenty minutes. If your beacons are not detected, you’re on your own. For the glory of Shardraku.”

The Jinsai responded in unison, “For the glory of Shardraku.”

“Jinsai, on me.” Song pushed her Talon forward at full speed. The moon grew large in front of her. Through the clouds in the moon’s atmosphere, she could see the green island that held the Isari communications relay tower. “Engage stealth mode. Set waypoint.”

The indicators on her display told Song that the other Jinsai had followed her orders. Her Talon’s HUD located the small island and traced its perimeter in red. When the outline completed, the island flashed green.

Five hundred kilometers separated Song from the target. The ocean moon dominated her field of vision. Isarion could no longer be seen.

The Talon reached full speed as it breached the moon’s atmosphere, and Song adjusted the pitch of her Talon in the morning sky.

“I have pinpointed the location of the communications relay,” Itiya’s face said from the bottom of Song’s display. It was no surprise that she was the first to isolate the target. The radar capabilities of Itiya’s Fang bomber exceeded those of the other Jinsai’s Talon fighters. “The signal originates at the southernmost point of the island. Sending refined waypoints.”

Yellow target-trackers floated along Song’s display near the bottom of the island. The communications relay came into view—a tall silver tower surrounded by green mountains. “Arm missiles.”

“Missiles armed,” Eiko said.

“Missiles armed,” Olina echoed.

As Song waited for Itiya’s confirmation, the island expanded before her. They would soon be within range. “Itiya, confirm weapons.”

“Something isn’t right,” Itiya relayed. “I’m picking up a lot of movement near the island . . . something underwater.”

Song saw no sign of anything unusual on her display. The yellow target-trackers locked onto the relay tower and flashed. “Target set. Waiting for missile lock. Hold formation. Stay on course. We’re almost in range. Itiya, confirm weapons.”

“Negative,” Itiya said. “Multiple enemy targets detected below the surface of the water. Suggest switching to guns.”

Song’s heart raced. The speed of the flashing target-trackers increased as the tower drew closer. Itiya was never wrong about the location of the enemy, but their objective would be in missile range at any moment. Only the mission mattered.

“Negative,” Song said. “We’re almost there. Arm missiles. Stay in formation. That is an ord—”

An alert blared as the display flashed red. Enemy fighters exploded out of the water surrounding the island. The Talon’s computer recognized thirty . . . forty . . . fifty . . . the number kept increasing.

“Contact. Break formation,” Song ordered. “Switch to guns. Eiko, Olina, go right. Itiya, with me.”

The Isari opened fire. Song pitched left. Energy blasts grazed her hull. Her shields dropped to 90 percent.

“Itiya, take position on my rear starboard.” Song thrust her open hands forward. The Talon’s guns rained down energy blasts on her enemy, and Itiya’s line of fire found the gaps between Song’s own. Isari fighters erupted in the blue sky, but more swarmed toward the Jinsai.

“Show formation.”

An image of Song’s Talon appeared on the display, along with Itiya’s ship in position behind her. Song continued firing into the Isari onslaught. “Itiya, reverse-roll right.”

Song leaned left, waving her arms in slow circles. The Talon responded, arcing in a large loop while the wings revolved around the cockpit.

Itiya’s ship executed the same maneuver in the opposite direction. The Jinsai carved swirling lines of energy blasts in the air as their ships moved in intersecting ovals. Clouds of fire from the wave of Isari explosions filled the atmosphere.

Song’s eyes darted to the right corner of her display. The shield indicators for both Jinsai fighters dropped to 75 percent, then 60 . . . 50 . . . “Eiko, Olina, report.”

“Too many. We can’t fight them off.” Eiko’s high-pitched voice betrayed the slightest fear. Her shields waned under the enemy fire.

A new wave of Isari fighters came into view, even more than the previous onslaught. Song considered many factors at once—the mission, the Isari, the invasion of Evstrion, her strike team, Lila, the code. The rest of the Jinsai would launch their attack on Evstrion at any moment. Song could not fail her creator. The target had to be destroyed.

She yawed right and fired at her enemy. “The Dragon does not retreat. I’ll draw them away. Itiya, eliminate the target at all costs.”

Itiya broke formation and descended toward the island, her ship increasing its speed. “For the glory of Shardraku.”

The Isari fighters took chase and opened fire on her. Itiya’s ship dodged back and forth between the blasts.

But Song’s HUD indicated that Itiya’s shields were failing.

Song threw her weight forward. Her thrusters roared. Her ship sped toward the group of Isari chasing her fellow Jinsai. “Itiya, take the shot.”

A serene image of Itiya’s face flashed on the display. “I am almost in range.”

Suddenly, a high-pitched voice screamed over the Jinsai communications channel, and Eiko’s ship disappeared from the HUD.

Song closed in on the Isari fighters. “Switch to missiles. Target the lead fighters.” Two red target-trackers locked onto the Isari ships closest to Itiya. Song thrust her fists forward.

Her missiles ripped through the air. The Isari did not attempt to dodge, and both fighters exploded as the missiles found their targets.

The Isari fighters maintained their pursuit of Itiya. Song pushed her Talon as fast as it could go. The ship tore through the air, gaining on the Isari.

Itiya hurtled toward the island. “A few more seconds.” Enemy fire bombarded Song’s Talon as Itiya’s shields plummeted toward zero. Olina’s ship vanished from the display.

“Switch to guns.” Song opened fire. Her Talon flew into the fray of Isari ships. The lead Isari fighter slid into position behind Itiya’s ship. “Itiya, take the shot. They’re on your six.”

“They’re too late.” Itiya launched both missiles.

Song’s HUD identified the warheads. Both flew straight at the tower—two perfect shots.

The Isari fighters advanced as Itiya’s ship veered left.

Song banked right, keeping the missiles and the tower in her display.

The missiles exploded in green clouds on Song’s HUD. “Well done, Itiya. Mission accomp—”

The smoke cleared. A new energy signature registered on the screen—a protective dome covering the tower.

“Negative impact. The tower is shielded.” Panic gripped Song. The mission had failed. Olina and Eiko were dead. Itiya’s shield indicators glowed red at zero percent. “Abort mission! Itiya, abort!”

“The Dragon does not surrender.” Itiya swung in the direction of the tower, flying straight for it. Isari ships moved in behind her. The cannon on the lead Isari fighter’s wing glowed purple.

“Itiya, they’ve got missile lock!”

The Isari fighter fired.

Itiya’s ship exploded.

“No!” Song cried out. An Isari missile hit her Talon with a massive boom. The energy grid failed. Song slammed into the side of the cockpit.

An alarm blared. Her shields failed. The cockpit rolled, tossing Song around like a rag doll. She crashed into the platform and grasped the edges. The display died.

As the island rushed toward her, Song remembered her prayer. I gladly surrender my life, my creator, asking only that you spare Lila.

“Eject!”

Everything went black.
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The light opened Song’s eyes, accompanied by the gentle chirping of a bird, but her vision was blurry and distorted. She squinted against the brightness. Her right arm throbbed with intense pain. Song grunted and rolled onto her left side. Her sore, stiff muscles protested the movement, though nothing hurt as much as her arm.

The room smelled like trees and dust, sensations she had not experienced in years.

Song lifted her head as her surroundings came into focus. Wooden shoots framed the bed on which she lay, a thin but comfortable white mattress and a matching pillow. A blanket of bright geometric designs covered her legs. The wooden walls and floor were warped and weathered to a brownish gray. A cool breeze seemed to carry the rays of daylight through the window. She caught a hint of salt in the air.

Song sat up in the bed and put her bare feet on the floor. The planks felt smooth against her calluses. Her armor was gone, replaced by a white shirt and pants. The right sleeve was rolled up to the shoulder. Someone had done a skillful job applying a splint and bandaging. She moved the arm around, testing her pain threshold. It didn’t feel broken.

A pair of sandals lay at her feet. She studied them a moment but found no reason to suspect a trap.

The lack of restraints puzzled her. She knew she had crashed on Avan and was now behind enemy lines. Why, then, was she free to move about?

Song slipped on the sandals and stood. She saw nothing out the window but mountains against the daytime sky. She moved with care, making her steps light to avoid creaking the wooden floor as she crept out the doorway.

The rest of the hut was mostly wooden planks and simple furniture. The adjacent room held another bed, a bit larger, with a green metal trunk against the wall. A modest kitchen lay ahead on her left, with a table, four chairs, and a cook stove. A room across from the kitchen had a fireplace and more chairs. A shelf, filled with books, lined the wall. The open door in front of her revealed a village of similar houses nestled in a valley between two mountains.

Song came to a halt at the sound of voices nearby. She did not understand the language, but the tone sounded anxious. Two men argued, then a third joined the conversation. A woman added something in a cooler tone.

Her muscles tensed. Despite her soreness, she knew she could run. If she had to, she could fight, even with one arm and no weapons. The Dragon does not surrender.

The conversation drew closer. Song edged toward the door, guessing the number of enemies at four. The decision to fight or run would be made in a heartbeat. To die would be better than to be taken prisoner and tortured for military secrets.

Song flattened her back against the wall next to the doorframe. Fast footsteps pounded on the planks outside the door. It sounded like one set, though she couldn’t be sure. Song clenched her left fist and bent her knees. For the glory of Shardraku.

When the steps reached the door, she swung around and prepared to strike.

A little girl stood before her. The child had big dark eyes and light-brown hair, covered by a white bonnet.

The child spoke fast and with urgency in a language Song did not understand, motioning for Song to retreat into the hut. The girl kept repeating a single word, guttural and strong.

Song stood immobile, but her heart and mind raced. She could run. This child could not stop her, but what was she saying?

The little girl stepped forward and put her hands on Song’s hips, pushing her into the house. Song stumbled backward in disbelief.

The angry voices drew near. The girl took her hand, and Song allowed herself to be pulled back into the bedroom.

Once there, the girl released Song, then knelt. She dug her fingers between the warped planks in the floor, then lifted. Three boards came up as one, revealing a tight space between the floor and the ground beneath it. A metallic sheet covered the bottom of the planks. The child pointed to the hole.

Song backed away. “What? No. I can’t go in there.”

The little girl pointed again to the passageway. More footsteps clattered against the walkway outside the hut. The child looked in the direction of the voices, then brought her hands into a position that Song recognized.

Guns.

Song quickly slid herself into the space between the floor and the ground. She lay flat against the cool dirt and nodded to the child. The little girl closed the trapdoor. And in the darkness, Song heard the child scurry out of the room.

Heavy footsteps thumped against the floor. The planks creaked and bent beneath the weight. The men were still arguing. The female voice followed them.

The footsteps stopped and everything fell quiet. Song closed her eyes and remembered her stealth training during her Jinsai education. She had once balanced herself atop a pole, not even wide enough for both feet, for an entire night. Song went back to that place in her mind, to the peace and serenity of that purpose, and focused on it. Awareness of the heavy footsteps melted away. Her body held the control, maintaining perfect concentration, and she lost the concept of time.

Something poked her shoulder. Song opened her eyes. The little girl hunched over the gap in the floor, gazing down at her with wide brown eyes. The daylight and the breeze played with the child’s hair. Above the little girl stood a man with wavy brown hair and a thin beard.

The man knelt next to the little girl and reached for Song’s hand. He spoke in the language of the Rodraku. “My name is Arsalan Demir. They’re gone. You are safe.”
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“Where is my ship?” Song demanded.

The Isari man named Arsalan stood on the other side of the table from where she sat. His wife, Jasmina, sat on Song’s right, wearing a simple white dress that bared her shoulders. The daughter, Daria, sat on Song’s left.

Shardraku’s Code demanded that Song vault over the table and destroy him, all of them. She didn’t enjoy the thought of hurting the little girl, but the creator made no exceptions, and little girls sometimes grew into fierce warriors. This she knew all too well.

Arsalan placed a wooden tray on the table that held four white cups—three filled with green tea, the fourth half full with a milky, brown liquid. Each cup had golden lines running across its surface that created jagged but beautiful patterns—evidence that it had been broken and pieced back together with some type of vibrant adhesive. Song assumed that, in a place like this, broken things couldn’t be simply cast aside.

“Your ship,” Arsalan said as he passed Song a cup of green tea, “will be repaired to the best of our abilities, I assure you. My people are pulling it from the water now. It sustained severe damage when it hit the water, but I’m told that we have recovered the major components. It will be returned to you along with your armor and weapons.”

Song examined the cup in her hand. Her Jinsai training had taught her to recognize the slightest smell of more than a dozen dangerous concoctions. She couldn’t detect anything harmful in the tea, but she set the cup down without taking a drink. “What does a serpent know about repairing a dragon starfighter? And how do you speak my language?”

Jasmina grinned as she reached for Song’s cup and replaced it with her own. She took a sip. “We know much about your culture, your world, your people.” She spoke the dragon tongue as well, though her words came a bit slower than those of her husband.

Daria lifted her cup with both hands and took a big drink. When she set the cup down, a light-brown mustache colored her upper lip.

Song faked a sip of tea. “If you know of my people, then you know of my code.”

Arsalan nodded. “Shardraku’s Code, the holy commandments of the Rodraku people, given by the Dragon Creator. Yes, I know your code. And you can drink the tea. We’ve had many opportunities to restrain you or kill you. We acted on none of them. I won’t deny my people’s tendency for poison, but you’ll find no such venom in your cup.”

Song set her tea on the table. “We are enemies by the decree of our creators, destined to destroy one another. Even now, I violate my code by not killing you.”

Jasmina leaned in, her brown hair draped over her tanned shoulders. “Even if that is so, you are in no condition to fight. Your . . .” The Isari woman struggled for the word, placing her hands on her shoulders and looking at her husband.

“Parachute,” Arsalan said.

“Yes,” she said. “Your . . . parachute . . . saved your life, but your injuries were still severe. You broke your arm . . . small break . . . but still a break. Do not worry. In a day, maybe two days, you will be healed.”

“Two days?” Song couldn’t hide her surprise. “That fast?”

Arsalan smiled at his wife. “Jasmina has not spent as much time studying languages as I have, but she is a brilliant doctor. Also, our medicine, at least from what I know, is far more advanced than your own.”

A spicy but sweet aroma wafted from the tea. Song lifted the cup and took a drink. The herbs hit her tongue with a flavor she had never tasted. Her splinted right arm hung at her side. The pain was less than before. “Why did you hide me from the soldiers?”

A solemn expression replaced the warmth on Arsalan’s face. “Because we know what they would have done if they found you. You need to understand . . . this place is not like Isarion. Those soldiers were sent here to investigate the attack . . . your attack . . . but they’re not part of this colony, and they returned to the homeworld after we convinced them that the enemy ships had been obliterated with no survivors. You see, we’ve chosen to separate ourselves from the homeworld.”

Song tilted her head. “Why?”

Daria took another big drink, then placed her cup on the tray. She scampered over to her father and said something in the Isari language. Arsalan’s smile returned. He nodded and responded to the child, who then ran happily out the front door.

Arsalan leaned back in his chair, teacup in hand. “Our people have known for generations when the war would take place. Like you, our creator, Cyra, spoke to the first of us about our purpose. The knowledge has been passed down for nearly ten thousand years.

“Long before we achieved interplanetary travel, we observed the diminishing black star at the collision point of the five worlds. Of course, it’s not exactly a star, but you probably know that as well.”

He didn’t wait for Song to respond. “Our intelligence grew, along with our disgust over the desires of our creator. We were able to anticipate the time when our technology would catch up with our imaginations. We foresaw the war against Kyrdraku centuries before it began.”

Song slowly took another drink. How did this man know so much about her people? She decided not to ask. An enemy could not be trusted to tell the truth, and it was believed among the Rodraku that the Isari excelled at deception.

“My father’s name was Rahim,” Arsalan said. “He was one of the first to openly oppose the war. He believed in another way, that we—and by that, I mean all five races—need not be slaves to the will of warring creators. We do not have to be pieces moved around a game board in their contest of the gods.

“My father spoke out against King Seran’s policies of war. Others joined him, intellectuals mostly, philosophers who believed there could be a great power at work in the universe, another path for all people to follow, a way of peace.”

Song lifted her chin at his audacity. “Among my people, this would be blasphemy.”

Arsalan smiled. “Well, that is one difference between us. The Isari don’t mind blaspheming against our creator. In fact, it’s encouraged.” He went on, “Still, most did not share our beliefs. On our homeworld, the war is a necessary evil, a burden we must bear to survive. My father’s movement—they called themselves the Enlightened—was tolerated by the king.”

“It is no wonder your race is so weak,” inserted Song, “if your rulers allow such disobedience.”

“Well . . .” Arsalan took a drink and set his cup on the table. “My father was the king’s brother, his most trusted advisor before he started speaking out against the war. The Enlightened were considered a harmless irritation.

“When Seran died, everything changed. His daughter, Fallon, was deemed too young to claim the throne. Ahriman Vartanian—Seran’s new advisor—assumed the throne as Lord Protector. A few years later, my father passed away under rather mysterious circumstances.”

“And you took your father’s place,” Song said.

Arsalan nodded. “My father had done good work, but it was time to increase our efforts. Our numbers swelled. We knew that war with the other worlds was drawing near. We began staging demonstrations.

“One day at the palace, the tension grew out of control and became violent. After that, we were given a choice. About half of the Enlightened chose to renounce their peaceful beliefs and were allowed to stay on Isarion. The rest of us were exiled here to Avan. We have lived on this moon ever since.”
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The smell of salt and the warm breeze off the water washed over Song as she roamed through the village. She couldn’t see the beach but assumed it lay behind her on the other end of a dirt path that disappeared into the trees between the mountains.

Her home planet, Kyrdraku, boasted many beautiful oceans and beaches, but she had experienced them only through books, never in person. She let herself savor the sensation and wondered if Shardraku could see her on this island so far from home.

The people paid her little attention as she wandered among the wooden huts tucked in the mountain valley. She thought it was an odd way to live for such an advanced civilization. Perhaps they truly are outcasts. A few of the people smiled at Song as she passed. An older woman offered her a piece of fruit, which Song declined.

In front of her, the communications tower reached high into the sky, casting its shadow over Song and the village in the afternoon light, taunting the failure of her mission.

A group of children ran past her, laughing as they played a game involving metal sticks and a ball. The shiny toys seemed out of place compared to most of the other items in the village. She guessed Arsalan’s people had brought little of their homeworld with them when they were banished.

The hangar was right where Jasmina said it would be—a large metal building connected to the base of the communications relay tower. Like the toys, the technology in the building clashed with the primitive nature of the village. A modest-sized starship, the color of dark slate, sat in the near side of the open hangar. It had a long, rectangular shape and no apparent weapons capabilities.

Song’s Talon hovered in the far side of the hangar. A round platform beneath the ship emanated a type of field that held her spacecraft suspended in the air. The effect itself had no color, but the light bending in odd ways between the platform and the ship indicated its presence. The left wing floated centimeters away from the hull, bearing patches of new silver against the original black metal.

A mechanic was working on her ship. He was bald and wore light-brown pants with a tool belt and boots. The sleeves of his white shirt were rolled up past his elbows, and sweat glistened on his dark skin. The lenses of his thick goggles flashed with green characters and designs as he sprayed a silvery mist that formed a metallic ooze against a damaged area of the wing.

Song strode toward him. “What have you done to my ship?”

The mechanic eyed her, touched his fingers to his lips, and shook his head.

He must not speak the Rodraku language. Song gave a sharp nod of understanding.

The mechanic rotated the ship. It spun with ease, responding to his lightest touch.

Silver patches covered half the wing. The edges of the silver faded into the black metal in uneven swirls, as if they had become one with the original materials. Song wondered if the Rodraku technicians would be able to remove the foreign substance upon her return. She cringed at the thought of her Talon being forever tainted with Isari metals.

“And what of my weapons?”

The mechanic lifted his goggles onto his forehead. He uttered something in the Isari language and shrugged his shoulders.

Song huffed impatiently. “My guns.” She made her hands into the shape of pistols and fired several imaginary rounds at the irritating Isari.

The mechanic chuckled and nodded. He hung the tool on his belt and returned fire with his own finger-guns before lumbering over to a gray metal workbench at the rear of the shop. After a few steps, he motioned for her to follow.

The hangar was empty save for the mechanic. Song tested her right arm and clenched her fist as she moved in his direction. The muscles in her arm were tender and slow to respond but far improved. She doubted she would need the splint much longer.

Her armor and weapons lay in a neat arrangement on the workbench. An array of peculiar machines surrounded the table, though nothing appeared to be active. The mechanic swept his hands over the equipment and beamed.

Song lifted her armor off the table. A shining material striped the metal plates, filling the gaps that had sustained damaged. The new material was a sharp contrast to the black metallic alloy that composed most of the armor. She inspected the foreign substance closely. Each stripe had thousands of silver plates, so small she could hardly see them.

The mechanic held up one finger, then tapped it on the workbench.

Song laid the armor back on the table. The mechanic took the glove at the end of one sleeve and pressed his fingers to a small, silver circle below the knuckles. The stripes in the armor vanished.

The workbench showed beneath the armor, between the original black plates and mesh underlining. Realization sent an odd tingle across Song’s skin, and she remembered the pilot she had killed.

Song shook the memory away and focused on the armor. The cloaking technology, even if partial, could prove very beneficial in combat situations.

Then she scolded herself for entertaining such thoughts. Song was a holy warrior; she could never fight in the armor of an enemy. Upon her return to the Jinsai, she would request a new uniform.

The energy pistols were unchanged—sleek and lightweight, black with rounded edges. She tilted the weapons until the lights of the hangar revealed the image of a dragon, drawn with a line of gold running along the barrel of each gun.

Relief swept through her. At least that had not changed. She ejected the clips of the pistols and found her energy rounds intact.

Song set the pistols on the bench and picked up her dagger, using both hands to lift the weapon. The sheath bore a few scratches, but nothing of concern. She wrapped her fingers around the leather hilt and drew the blade. Her heart lifted as she beheld the shimmering gold, as flawless and sharp as ever.

Song regarded the mechanic. “I know you cannot understand me, but I am going to say this anyway. I do not see why you would betray your people and help your enemy in this way, but it will not prevent me from destroying you. My creator demands it, and the survival of my world and my people depends on it. Nor will I apologize for it, serpent. But I hope your death is fast and without pain. By Shardraku’s Code, this is the greatest honor I can offer my enemy.”

The mechanic watched her for a moment, his smile gone, a knowing expression in his eyes, and nodded.
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The great hall pulsed with celebration as the Isari elite swayed to the jubilant melodies lilting throughout the palace. Dissolving lights rained down from the ceiling like twinkling snowfall and falling stars, giving the party guests the illusion of dancing in outer space.

Fallon shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She had chosen her favorite gown for this evening—a purple dress of soft velvet with silver trim that hugged her body without suffocating her. Everyone around her wore their finest clothes, a rare occasion even among the wealthiest Isari.

The smell of roasted meats, fruits, and cakes filled her senses. She closed her eyes and imagined herself sitting on the throne as her people reveled in their victory at Evstrion. The event would not turn the tide of the war, but it did represent a new sense of hope. Even the most cynical among them acknowledged that as cause for celebration.

Fallon pretended that the people knew about her part in the victory and that they all danced under the watchful, loving eyes of their rightful queen. She could almost feel the adoration.

For a moment, she was where she belonged, and the world was right.

The music faded. Fallon opened her eyes. The Isari all bowed to their dance partners and turned to face Ahriman, standing before the throne—her throne—wearing a proud smile.

Fallon bit her lip at the sight. Soon, she reminded herself. Patience.

The Lord Protector held his glass in the air. “My fellow Isari, I thank you for being here tonight on such short notice. We have struck a significant blow against our enemy. The failed Rodraku invasion at Evstrion has weakened their forces and sent them reeling back to Dalara to lick their wounds.

“I want to offer my public gratitude to Admiral Jovan Jirair and the men and women under his command,” he went on. “Their quick response to the Evstrion alert was the difference between a crucial victory and a crushing defeat. The war is far from over. Tomorrow we will return to our efforts.” The Lord Protector raised his cup higher. “But tonight, we feast!”

Glasses lifted across the room. Fallon raised hers as well, a silent toast to her victory and her coming coronation. Her plan had worked, and the war council knew it, even if they didn’t know about her orchestration from the shadows.

Quick response? Fallon scoffed to herself. Had Ahriman listened to her from the beginning, their success would have been even more one-sided. In truth, the delay between the Evstrion alert and the Isari fleet response had cost moderate damage to their defense systems on the minor planet.

But the council would realize that Ahriman’s refusal to heed her advice had come with a penalty. The seeds of doubt had been planted. She almost wanted to thank him for it.

Fallon moved to the next room, a large dining hall filled with long rows of tables. Revolving lights reflected off colorful mosaics embedded in the walls. The complex designs that composed the mosaics shifted and changed continuously to give the illusion of living art.

The technology to create such work, of course, had been achieved long ago by Isari artists. Pictures that constantly rotated materials were common and had been considered dull for centuries. Modern society placed more value on delivering the same wondrous visual experience with simple elements, such as colored tiles and strategically placed lights, tricking the mind into thinking it saw something wondrous rather than creating the phenomenon itself. Fallon could stare at the mosaics for hours.

Roksana Vartanian, the wife of the Lord Protector, caught Fallon’s eye from across the hall. Roksana’s shimmering dress matched her husband’s deep-green robes, suiting her olive skin and brown eyes. She excused herself from a conversation and glided over to Fallon, a warm smile on her face. Her wavy hair was pulled up in an elaborate design. She curtsied before Fallon. “Princess Demir, will you join us at our table?”

On the other side of the room, the Lord Protector’s table ran perpendicular to the long rows already filled with guests drinking, laughing, and dining. As in the war-council room, the chairs at the head table were all identical to each other, but Fallon would not be invited to sit at her rightful place in the center. Custom afforded her a seat at the head table if she chose—one respect due to her that Ahriman had not stolen away—but Roksana’s intentions seemed sincere nonetheless.

Fallon acknowledged the invitation with an appropriate amount of enthusiasm. “Of course, Lady Vartanian.”

“I keep asking you, please call me Roksana.”

“Thank you,” Fallon murmured, resisting the urge to insist that Roksana address her as Your Highness.

In a few moments, they were seated at the table like a happy family—Ahriman Vartanian in the center, his wife on his right, and Shahin on his left. Arash’s widow, Ermine, would dine next to Roksana.

Fallon occupied the seat on the other side of Shahin. She smiled appropriately as the serving staff paraded the first course to their table. A silver platter with a domed lid was placed before her.

The staff simultaneously lifted the lids from all the plates on the table, revealing a colorful salad of mixed greens, wild fruits, and a spiced dressing. The server in front of Fallon caught her eye with an almost indiscernible wink as he bowed. “The dressing is particularly inspiring, my princess.”

Fallon examined her plate. In the bottom left corner, the red dressing formed a familiar symbol—the spoked triangle enclosed in a circle. The symbol of her Ghosts.

A thrill shivered through her, but she controlled herself. She forked a bit of lettuce over the design, smearing it away, and took a small bite. “Exquisite. I’ll be certain to compliment the kitchen.”

The server slipped away.

Fallon’s mind ran wild with possibilities, but she was not surprised. She had made a major move against Ahriman. Her Ghosts never shared information amongst themselves—most didn’t even know one another’s identities. If two Ghosts happened to cross paths, they would only recognize each other on a day when one had reason to display their symbol.

No doubt the recent events had sent rumblings through every level of Isari Intelligence. Was this symbol a warning from her Ghosts that Ahriman was plotting against her? Or perhaps new intelligence to help her gain an edge against the Vartanians or the Rodraku? Maybe members of the council had begun to doubt Ahriman’s merit as their leader.

Fallon’s appetite disappeared, but she ate her salad and pretended to be enamored by the festivities. She needed caution now more than ever.

She scanned the room until she found Xerxes, eating with his parents at a table not far on her right. The boy noticed her and smiled, no hint of apprehension on his face.

Dinner felt like it dragged on for hours. Fallon found the menu to be boring and uninspired. Such meals were an opportunity to make grand statements and lasting impressions, but few of the rich and powerful ever seized them appropriately. She picked at her food between visits from people congratulating Ahriman on a strong victory. They offered Fallon the obligatory respects as well, a formality that made her want to hurl fruit at their faces.

If only they knew the truth. Soon enough, they will.

After dessert, Fallon accompanied the Vartanians into the great hall with the majority of the guests. The music picked up as she stood next to the Lord Protector’s family, each of them in front of chairs that had been arranged next to the throne. When Ahriman made yet another toast, her eyes darted around the room, searching for the server who had given her the signal. She couldn’t see him anywhere.

When they sat down, Fallon leaned over toward Shahin. “It’s a shame you missed the battle at Evstrion. I hear that your squadron fought well.”

Shahin presented a forced smile. “They’re well trained. I’m not surprised they knew how to handle themselves without me.”

“That’s a sign of great leadership,” Fallon declared. “How much longer will you be with us?”

Shahin appeared to consider his glass of wine, then set it down without taking a drink. “I’ve already been here too long. I’m leaving tomorrow to rejoin my crew. The Mirza sustained heavy damages in the battle, too much to return to Isarion with the rest of the fleet. They had to stay on Evstrion. I’ll take a jumpship to help oversee the repairs.”

A new song filled the hall, one Fallon knew well. She rose. “Then you should dance with me before you go.”

Shahin looked as if she had asked him to stand up and scream praises to Cyra. Ahriman’s face mirrored that of his son.

Roksana’s head turned with a bright smile. “That’s a wonderful idea, Princess. I’m embarrassed my son didn’t ask you first.”

Shahin stood. “I would be delighted.”

The crowd parted as Shahin led Fallon to the middle of the dance floor. He placed his right hand on the small of her back. “Do you know the steps?”

“Why? Do you not?” She laughed. “Fine then, soldier boy, follow my lead.”

Fallon kept a careful lookout over Shahin’s shoulder as they moved across the dance floor. With every new angle, she searched for the server who had given her the signal. Fallon had not recognized him, which meant nothing. All her Ghosts used the latest holomask technology.

After a turn, she spotted Xerxes in the corner of the room, watching her as she danced with the son of her sworn enemy. Fallon might have felt sadness at the sight of him, if not for the knowing nod and wave that Xerxes offered from afar. She wondered if the boy could dance when using his exosuit. She vowed to find out on the day of her coronation. The young genius deserved to dance with a queen.

Isari war-council members were scattered throughout the room. Despite his stature as the most powerful man in the Isari ground forces, General Yilmaz never missed an opportunity to dance with his wife. He moved like a man sure of himself, conviction in his steps and strength in his arms.

Erol Koray held court in a corner of the hall, surrounded by men and women no doubt mesmerized by his ability to make watching the stars sound like the most fascinating occupation in the universe. As his audience roared with laughter, Koray raised a glass and winked at Fallon. The gesture gave her pleasure, though she would have traded it for the sight of her spy.

“Fallon?” Shahin asked.

Fallon had all but forgotten the dance. Her body was perhaps too well trained in the manipulation of courting, giving her mind room to wander. “Sorry. It feels like everybody is watching us, doesn’t it?”

“I would imagine that everybody is watching you, Princess Demir, but you must have known that would happen when you chose that dress.”

Fallon’s cheeks warmed at the compliment. A couple of years earlier, she would have given anything to hear Shahin Vartanian speak those words. She relaxed into his arms, so as not to arouse his suspicions. “Did you ever think this would happen?”

“Of course. I mean, we still have a long way to go before we defeat the Rodraku, but I knew that victories would—”

Fallon used a coy smile to interrupt him. “No, Major Vartanian. I mean this, you and me dancing together.”

“Well, if I’m not mistaken, this is actually our second dance.”

Fallon gave him a puzzled look, then looked over his shoulder. No sign of her Ghost. “Is that so?”

His hand tightened around her waist, pulling her a bit closer. “When I left to join the fleet, my father sent me off with a big celebration. You couldn’t have been more than twelve years old.”

“Thirteen,” she said automatically.

He laughed. “Thirteen it is. Anyway, you insisted on having the final dance with me. My father thought it was a good idea.”

She glanced from one side to the other. She told herself to stay calm, though her inability to spot her spy stirred a deep anxiety. “And what about you? Did you think it was a good idea?”

Shahin Vartanian stooped to catch her gaze. He eased her body even closer.

The music changed to a new song, a slow, passionate piece. Shahin did not let her go. “I do now, but I’m not sure if you feel the same way. You seem distracted.”

Fallon’s heart gave a slight flutter. “No, you have my full attention.”

Shahin picked up the step and led Fallon into the music, his eyes transfixed on hers. “I hope so. This is probably my last dance before I return to the war. That’s more than my brother had, I guess, but he never liked this type of thing.”

Fallon knew this dance well. She kept her lines sharp and her eyes focused on him. “Are you afraid?”

Shahin shook his head. “No. Not of dying, anyway. My brother’s . . . Arash’s ship . . . it blew up so fast I doubt he felt any pain. That’s what it’s like when you die in space—one moment you’re there, and the next you’re not. I’m more scared of moments like this. Death is simple. It’s life that can be painful.”

The music hit a swell of instrumentation that filled the room. The melodies carried her thoughts to her father. She wondered if King Seran of House Demir would have agreed with Shahin’s perspectives on life and death. She could ask her father this very night, except it wouldn’t be him, merely an upload of his mind.

Could he see her right now, dancing with Shahin? House Demir used caution in infiltrating the palace’s various networks, but her father had often known things that surprised her. Perhaps he had even seen what happened to her spy.

The lights in the great hall all went out. The room went pitch black, and the music stopped.

An anxious clamor arose among the people in the room. Fallon thought quickly. This was her chance to slip away from Shahin, from the careful watch of Ahriman Vartanian and his war council. Perhaps her Ghost had killed the power.

Her mind told her feet to move, to skirt away. Presenting an excuse later would be simple. Fallon excelled at deception. The Ghost would find her or make himself easy for Fallon to find while hiding from everyone else. She had spent countless hours preparing for the silent war she would wage inside the walls of her father’s house. Now was the time to act.

Yet she remained still. Something pulled her close to Shahin, and the young Vartanian wrapped protective arms around her. The warmth of his body washed over her, a sensation she had not felt in many years, both comforting and terrifying.

People scurried in every direction around them, but Shahin did not move. He spoke into her ear. “It’s okay. Stay here with me for now.”

She couldn’t see anything, not even the faintest glimmer of his smile, but she lifted her head toward him.

His lips met hers at just the right moment.
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The power had returned to the palace by the time Fallon tiptoed her way back toward her bedroom, carrying her shoes by their silver straps.

She didn’t know why she attempted to be so quiet. For the first time in many nights, it didn’t matter if anybody heard her moving through the palace. After leaving the celebration, she had considered sneaking away to consult her conclave of ancestors, but had decided to stay in her room instead. House Demir would still be there tomorrow, and the day after that, and forever until the ultimate victory of the Isari.

Despite her excitement, Fallon wasn’t ready to speak with them. Not quite yet. She would relish telling her father about the victory at Evstrion. His eyes would well up with pride. Her grandmother would smile, and her great-grandfather would say, “Well done, Queen Demir.”

A ruler didn’t need congratulations from the elders of her house to boost her confidence, but Fallon enjoyed the ritual of bringing honor to the family name after a personal victory, like a taste of something sweet at the end of an extraordinary meal.

A faint sound behind her caused Fallon to stop. She checked, but saw nothing, and assumed it was either the faraway commotion of lingering party guests or the nighttime cleaning staff at work.

Fallon wondered if she might find Shahin trailing after her. It was he who had kept Fallon from her father’s council tonight—she had enough self-awareness to acknowledge that truth. The affections of Ahriman’s son presented an unexpected variable in her calculations. She doubted Shahin would ever betray his father, but love and lust made a powerful concoction, one that could numb the minds of even the smartest men.

Dangerous, she thought.

Her pace slowed as she reached her chambers. Fallon stopped and observed the sensor on the large double doors. A press of her hand would trigger the identification lock—coded for her alone—and open the room. Thoughts of Shahin would be left behind in the dark hallway as she went inside and decided how to use him, how this new piece would fit into her strategy for claiming the throne. By morning, Fallon would be ready to present a plan to her conclave. The rightful Queen of the Isari would soon be crowned and lead her people to victory.

Fallon took a deep breath and reached out her hand.

Something crashed into her, knocking her off her feet.

A large body leaped onto her back and pulled something over her head. She couldn’t see anything.

The attacker pinned her down by her knees and wrists. Her body jerked, but she couldn’t break free. Rage burned inside of her.

She tried to flip over, but the weight was too much. She was trapped.

“I know what you have been doing,” a digitized voice said, octaves below any normal speaking tone.

Fallon’s breath came in angry gasps. “Who are you?”

“I know your secrets. I know what you do in the shadows when you think no one is watching.”

Fallon fought off her sudden panic. She saw her father’s face, telling her that fear would do her no good. She had to feign a struggle, but her fear was gone. She concentrated on her attacker’s word choice, trying to ascertain a speech pattern. “What do you want?”

“To warn you. Stop what you’re doing. Stop spreading your corrosion. If you love your people, you will rally behind Ahriman.”

“I don’t know what you’re—”

The grip on her right wrist loosened. Fallon threw an awkward hand back at her attacker and missed. She tried to twist her body around to get a glimpse . . .

She recognized the pinprick the instant it hit her spine. Fallon tried to stay awake but knew it was futile. Tension in her muscles slipped away as the toxic tendrils stretched from the middle of her back out to her extremities.

Before she lost consciousness, the voice repeated its declaration.

“The reign of House Demir is over.”
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The scent of the enemy filled the freezing air, a burning smell mixed with the odor of the black ooze that leaked from the machines’ bodies when wounded. Valik’s fingers tightened around the handles of his new sword and axe, which Mari had carved from the metal bones of his enemy. He breathed in the sensation and held it as he would the smoke from a good pipe.

Valik lived for that smell. He lived for this moment.

Even standing atop the inner wall of Heimsgar, Valik couldn’t see the enemy approaching through the thick of the snowstorm. The inner wall had stood for thousands of years around what the Magni now called the “old city,” the area of Heimsgar that held Hilmir Castle and the mead hall. Most of the clan lived in smaller huts scattered throughout the old city, which also included the square, the firepit, and the house of their shaman healers.

The Clan of the Last Men had constructed the outer wall a few decades before Valik was born. The outer wall was taller and far stronger, but because of the downward slope of Heimsgar, the inner wall reached higher into the sky, making it look more glorious and intimidating.

More than a hundred meters of land lay between the inner gate and the outer gate. This area was occupied by shops for the tanner, the blacksmith, and various other tradesmen. The space between the walls was much narrower on either side of the old city. On the eastern side, a gated area provided shelter for the clan’s livestock. Guard towers stood at all four corners of the outer wall, even at the two corners that butted up against the craggy foothills of the Red Mountains behind Heimsgar.

Many of the lorec had adopted the tower at the rear western corner of the outer wall as their home, much to the annoyance of the soldiers. The creatures had a tendency to nip at anybody who disturbed their sleep.

Today was cold and dreary. Good weather for a battle, Valik thought. By the rumble in the ground and the shaking of the treetops, he guessed the machines had neared the edge of Skjaldborg Forest. He wouldn’t see them until they came around the trees, but it would be soon.

“Admiring the view?”

Valik turned at the sound of Halvor’s voice. His friend approached with a proud expression on his face. Like the other Magni, Halvor wore blue streaks of war paint across his face and arms. Tyr’s medallion hung around his neck, sitting a little higher on Halvor’s chest than Rolf’s. That would take some getting used to.

“I’m jealous of the archers.” Valik nodded toward the battlements on the outer wall. Four ballistae were mounted along the top of the wall, with archers lining the spaces between them. “They’ll get to draw the first blood at the famous battle of Heimsgar. Makes me wish I had taken up the bow instead.”

“No, it doesn’t.” Halvor grinned. “Hard to add any blackblood body parts to your fancy armor from up there.”

Valik laughed. Halvor was right. Valik was born to be in the fray. He studied his axe and sword.

Halvor pointed at the weapons. “You haven’t carved any of your designs into the handles?”

“Haven’t had time,” Valik said.

“You always were—” Halvor was abruptly cut off by the sound of archers shouting the alert.

Valik pressed himself against the battlements. He could see them now, emerging from the trees like a dark disease pouring over the pure snow.

The racers came first. The forest had slowed the machines’ approach, but as they reached the clearing, they picked up speed and fanned out, their vehicles opening fire with rapid energy blasts that bounced off the wall but left no damage.

The archers’ bows tensed as they prepared to fire.

“Hold.” Halvor raised his hand.

The racers’ guns angled upward and fired again. Most of the blasts hit well below the battlements, but a few sailed over the wall. The archers held their bows taut.

“Hold!” Halvor played the part of chieftain well. A day ago, Halvor had been Valik’s equal, a fearsome warrior and a respected voice in Rolf’s strategy sessions. But he was also a man Valik had seen stumbling drunk and behaving like an animal on many occasions.

Halvor looked different now, a bit taller perhaps, and somehow deeper than before, as if something new had been placed inside him.

In the distance, more of the machines marched around the edge of the forest. The soldiers had the shape of large men with red glowing eyes. Some carried weapons, others fired from objects attached to their arms.

A few bigger machines stood out conspicuously among the masses, like boulders cobbled together in the shapes of men. These the Magni called “fat boys.” Their artillery was much more dangerous, but they bled black the same as the others.

The chieftain raised an eyebrow at Valik. “Shouldn’t you be getting to your mount?”

“As you command.” Valik made for the stone stairs leading down to the inner gate. He stopped at the first step. “I’ll see you out there?”

A quake in the wall knocked Valik off-balance, and those around him stumbled as well.

“I’ll be easy to find.” Halvor thrust his arm in the air. “I’ll be the one surrounded by broken machines.” He raised his voice and addressed the archers. “Fire!”

Valik made his way down the steps and into the courtyard between the walls. Mounted warriors filled the area in front of the outer gate. He moved through the crowd and found his lorec, already in full armor, and though the creature had been tied to the hitch between the blacksmith and the tannery, apparently it had already chewed through its leads. Sagr waited by its side, keeping the lorec in its place. Valik chuckled at the sight.

A short piece of rope fastened Valik’s battle helmet—made from the hollow skull of an android—to the armor protecting the lorec’s neck. Valik untied the knot and examined the skull. The past few battles had left a handful of dents in the metal, along with more scratches than he could count. As he placed it over his head, he vowed to obtain a new helmet before the day’s end.

Lara rode up as Valik mounted his lorec. “I’ve never liked the way you look in that armor,” she remarked.

Valik faked an offended expression as they rode toward the crowd collected at the outer gate, but the sight of her brought a smile to his face. They were good at fighting each other, but they were excellent at fighting together.

Lara’s eyes were on the sky. Her hawk burst through the falling snow above the outer wall, landed on her outstretched hand, and locked eyes with the young woman.

“There’s more of them than we thought,” Lara relayed. “We’re outnumbered at least two to one.”

“Good,” Valik said. “I was afraid the archers and the trebuchets would get all the good action. I don’t want to be stuck with the cleanup.”

On Valik’s left, Wartooth sat atop his massive rathmaron, head and shoulders above the other clansmen, his mighty axe on his back and his cup in hand. The clan had never found a lorec that could withstand Wartooth’s weight. However, a rathmaron—a hairy, brown beast with four horns along its long nose—suited the warrior well. It couldn’t match the speed of a lorec, but Valik had seen charging rathmarons demolish large trees without breaking stride.

Valik’s lorec bristled as Odd the Dead Man approached on his right. Even in the bitter cold, the bald warrior wore nothing on his head—no armor or even furs to cover the geometric designs tattooed on his face and scalp. Odd held his double-bladed scythe in his hands.

“Did you forget your helmet, Odd?” Valik asked.

Odd frowned and tilted his head, as if pondering the secrets of the universe. “Don’t remember having a helmet,” he said.

Valik smiled at him and gestured in the direction of the gate. “That’s all right, Odd. Just remember who we’re fighting, my friend.”

“Hmm.” Odd never seemed to remember much, not even his name or where he had been before the Last Men had found him naked in the snow some years ago. He spoke to himself and often disappeared for weeks at a time.

But he fought with courage and always knew his friends from his enemies. That was enough for Valik.

The walls shook again. A few warriors stirred uneasily. Nothing like this had ever happened in Heimsgar. No enemy had ever breached the walls.

Behind him, Valik heard the creaking wood of the trebuchets stationed behind the inner wall. Large boulders sailed across the sky and over the outer wall. The archers manning ballistae on the outer wall loaded bolts into the contraptions and fired.

Halvor appeared and rode his lorec to the front of the warriors. The new chieftain’s beast chomped and growled in anticipation of battle. The other lorec did the same.

Rolf rode at Halvor’s side, wearing armor carved from the hide of a hagaron he had killed many years ago. To Valik’s knowledge, no other living Magni could claim the same. Hagarons were enormous monsters with red, armored skin—an oddity in a place as cold as the Heimsgar region, where most creatures were covered with fur or feathers to keep warm. Hagarons had red eyes, spikes along their backs, and even small wings, though they could not fly for very long at a time. The beasts had once dominated this region, but their numbers had dwindled in recent generations. The few that were left now dwelled in the ice caverns where no one man . . . or boy . . . should ever venture.

Valik had never actually seen a hagaron, but he had heard its growl once in the deep darkness, and a thousand times more in his nightmares. He couldn’t stand the sight of Rolf’s armor.

Halvor held his great sword high. “The blackbloods are keeping their distance, cowards that they are, so we shall ride out to meet them!”

A cheer rose from the gathered warriors.

Halvor regarded them with fierce approval. “I’m not one for speeches, but Magni don’t need pretty words before battle. The fight is in our blood. For this we were created, for this we live and die. You know how to fight. The enemy knocks on our door. Not every man and woman will make it home tonight. The walls will hold, but I’d rather ride out and give them the welcome they deserve. If the blackbloods want to break the surface of Gunmir, then we shall plant them into the frozen ground and see if anything grows. We are the stone!”

“We are the stone!” the warriors shouted in return.

Halvor stretched his sword out toward the gate. “Attack!”

The gates opened. The androids fired. A swarm of arrows from above poured down on the blackbloods closest to the wall, but a thick mass of machines remained.

The mounted archers drew back their bows and released. A line of androids hit the ground. Valik prodded the lorec with his boot, and the beast charged forward, hundreds of Magni alongside him.

They rushed through the gate and onto the battlefield. The machines moved in like a black flood and opened fire. Many of the Last Men deflected the blasts with their shields. Others, like Valik, dodged the fire and kept riding forward. A few fell from their mounts, but most had taught their lorec to continue the charge after losing their riders.

Some of the archers leaped from their beasts and took positions to shoot again. Dag loosed an arrow that whistled through the air and pierced the eye of an oncoming blackblood. The android’s feet swung out in front of it as its head jerked back. It slammed to the ground.

Valik squeezed the lorec with his legs and drew his axe. The animal increased its speed, its paws pounding against the snow. His wolf, Sagr, kept pace next to them with teeth bared. Clansmen and beasts roared together in a shared battle cry—the creations of Tyr, protectors of Gunmir, united as one.

The Clan of the Last Men crashed into the mass of machines. An android raced toward Valik. A swipe of his axe sent the machine’s head flying into the snowstorm, black blood spurting from its body. For a heartbeat, Valik admired his new blade, dripping with the dark ooze. Mari had done well.

Android parts sailed through the air on Valik’s left as Wartooth rode his rathmaron through their enemies, swinging his battle-axe from side to side with one hand as he steadied his cup in the other. The androids’ fire bounced off his armor and the tough hide of his rathmaron as he thundered toward a fat boy spraying energy blasts across the battlefield.

The fat boy whirled around in time to present a square target to the rathmaron. The beast slammed into it, knocking it to the frozen ground. Wartooth leaped from his mount and cast his cup aside. He raised his axe with both hands, then sank the blade into the android’s center. Its body sparked and died. Wartooth bellowed in victory.

A blast hit Valik in the left shoulder. His armor absorbed the damage, but the force knocked him off his lorec. He rolled as he hit the ground and came to a knee. Two blackbloods marched toward him. He grabbed his axe from the snow, pulled his sword from the sheath on his hip, and ran at his enemy.

Valik darted side to side as he charged the war machines, dodging their fire. A few blasts glanced off his armor. When he reached the machines, he spun low and buried his axe into the midsection of one android, then brought his sword up through the chin of the second. The android shook, then fell limp. Valik pushed his blade through the top of its skull, ripped it from the body, and swung it into the head of the other blackblood.

The machine stumbled back, firing into the air. Valik prepared to hurl his axe at the android, but a blade burst through its chest from behind.

Valik stopped. The blackblood toppled to the ground. Lara jerked her sword out of the fallen android.

“That one was mine.” Valik pointed his axe at the machine.

Lara shrugged. “You can have the one behind you.”

Valik spun. The android that charged him was a model he had never seen. It was larger than the standard androids, though not so big as the fat boys, and it carried a double-bladed axe taller than Valik. The weapon pulsated with electricity as the android swung.

The axe flew at Valik, and he crossed his sword and axe to block the blow. Both his weapons glowed with lightning, though it didn’t travel through the wooden handles. Valik dug his feet into the snow, but the force of the blackblood pushed him back.

“Valik!” Lara slammed her shield into the android. Her attack freed Valik from the grapple. He spun both weapons in his hands and stepped back into the fight.

The android regrouped, its axe in a defensive position. Valik and Lara set themselves at opposite angles from the machine.

“Ready?” Valik asked. Two blasts tore through the air by his head. A smaller android rushed at him from his left. Valik rolled and sank his sword into the android’s midsection. The blackblood collapsed.

Valik wheeled around and saw an energy blast hit Lara in the arm, and she tumbled to the ground. The larger blackblood stepped toward her and prepared to swing its axe.

“No!” Valik hurled his axe at the android’s back. The throw was erratic, but enough to slow the android for a split second.

Valik jumped forward and seized the android’s axe with both hands. Electricity coursed through his body.

The android tried to pull its axe free. Valik’s hands tightened around the weapon. It felt as if lightning surged through this body. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t think. He could only hold on.

The machine spun to face him. Valik fell to the ground, his hands still on the axe. His muscles quaked with the shock of electricity. The glowing red eyes of the blackblood focused on him.

Move! Valik told himself. His body would not respond.

Lara jumped onto the android, spun the sword in her hand, and drove it into the machine’s chest.

The blackblood fell to its knees. The glow in its eyes died away.

Lara scrambled to Valik’s side. The skin between the tattoos on her right arm was bright red from the blast. Valik tried to reach for her but failed. His arms still tremored.

“Be still,” she said, kneeling over him. She surveyed the battlefield. “It’s over. Let’s get you out of here.”

Valik gingerly rolled onto his stomach, then came to a knee.

Lara was right. Valik saw only Magni still standing around them. Many charged forward through the snow, away from the walls of Heimsgar and toward the last of the war machines. A few Magni lay on the ground, but most of these were at least moving. Some had died today, but Heimsgar still stood.

Valik got to his feet, pulled his sword from the body of the android, and found his axe lying on the ground a few steps away. Snow continued to fall, covering everything. A few minutes more and Valik might have never recovered either of his new blades. If he had lost his weapons two battles in a row, his clansmen would have never let him hear the end of it.

Valik and Lara mounted their lorec and rode up the battlefield, where the Clan of the Last Men rallied triumphantly around their chieftain. Scrap metal littered the snowy ground—arms, legs, empty eyes that had once glowed a fearsome red. In the distance, a handful of androids escaped into the trees.

“Halvor!” Lara called as they approached the crowd of cheering Magni. She pointed her sword toward Skjaldborg Forest. “We have to chase them down.”

Her words caught the chieftain’s attention, but Halvor shook his head at her. “The day is won, Lara Ylvald. Let the blackbloods run like the cowards they are.”

The Last Men hollered their approval. Valik raised his axe in the air and shouted taunts at the fleeing machines.

Lara did not cheer. “If we don’t stop them, they’ll report back to their forces at Kasborg Castle and tell them where we are.”

The air seemed to grow colder, the warm jubilation of victory already wearing off. Valik lowered his sword as he watched the exchange.

“It’s too dangerous,” Halvor stated. “For all we know, the forest could be full of traps. We’re not going to charge blindly into an ambush.”

The other clansmen grunted in agreement.

Lara caught eyes with Valik. He thought of Kasborg Castle, the great Magni fortress. How many blackbloods occupied that area now? Perhaps Lara was right.

But Halvor was chieftain now—not Lara, not Valik. And Halvor did have a point—they could never know what danger might await them in Skjaldborg Forest. The light of day faded, and only evil things could see in the dark. Valik made eye contact with Lara, then looked away toward Heimsgar and the Red Mountains looming behind it.

“More will come.” Lara’s tone already conceded her defeat. “Many more will come.”

“Then let them come!” Halvor raised his voice to a mighty shout. “Let them pour their lifeless planet onto ours. The snows of Heimsgar will run black with their blood until the final collision of worlds. We are the stone, and we will stand forever!”
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“Is this the part where you tell me I’m supposed to embrace my destiny?” Valik said to Rolf from across the small, wooden table. “That I’m supposed to lead the Clan of the Last Men, not Halvor? If so, save your mouth for drinking.”

Not long ago, Valik wouldn’t have dreamed of speaking that way to the chieftain of the Last Men, but now the bitter words spewed out of him.

Judging by Rolf’s face, Valik half expected the old man to lunge over the table and beat him senseless. Instead, Rolf crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair, turning his attention to the room.

Celebration filled the mead hall. The band played louder than ever. Men and women danced and sang, many with delighted children bouncing in their arms. Some held their mugs high in jubilant remembrance of fallen warriors. A pretty young maiden—plump with a sparkle in her eye and a sweet confidence in her smile—even attempted to drag Wartooth onto the dance floor. The big beast shrugged her off in favor of his mug and the leg of roasted meat in his hands.

Dag had called up the courage to dance with Elise. Valik watched as the archer led his new sweetheart across the floor and remembered when he and Lara had been like that—young, naïve, full of the kind of love that made him uneasy in a way that even a world full of blackbloods never could.

Lara sat across the room from Valik, her gaze following Dag and her sister.

“That’s not what I’m going to say to you,” Rolf replied. “I don’t think you should challenge for leadership of the clan.”

Valik slammed his mug on the table. A few nearby clansmen paused their partying to look over at him, then returned to their fun.

“What a load of lorec dung,” Valik retorted. “I saw the look on your face the day Halvor challenged you. You practically commanded me to step into the melee.”

Rolf leaned forward. “That’s true, I did. But that was days ago, and I’ve learned a lot since then. I guess I already knew.” He didn’t seem angry, but peaceful, almost sympathetic.

Valik felt disgusted. He had always respected Rolf. Valik’s real father had died a hero in a battle against a band of outlaws before Valik was old enough to lift a sword. Rolf had been just another warrior then, but out of respect for Valik’s father, he had agreed to guide Valik through the difficult training required of all Magni warriors. Valik had once told Lara that his relationship with Rolf was something between friend, father, and older brother. That dynamic had changed now that Halvor wore the medallion.

Valik darted a glance at Lara. “Already knew what?”

“How long has it been?” Rolf asked. “Twenty-five years? More?”

Valik ignored the question.

“Come on,” Rolf prompted. “You know what I’m talking about. The cave? Einar? How long has it been since he died?”

“I don’t know. How long has it been since your wolf died?” Valik shot back. It was a stupid, hurtful question that he immediately regretted.

“Riki? You want to talk about my wolf?” Rolf raised an eyebrow. “It was five years ago. Your turn. Do you remember the day your friend Einar was killed in the hagaron cave?”

Heat rose in Valik’s chest. A thin layer of sweat coated his skin.

“Of course you do,” Rolf answered for him and took a gulp of mead. “You were nothing more than a boy, both of you, out exploring as all children do. You could never have known what was in that cave. I’m sorry to bring it up, I really am. But then again, I don’t think you’ve ever put it down.”

Bile seeped into Valik’s throat. In his mind, Valik heard Einar—the boy who had been his best friend—shout his name. He heard the roar of the beast and the sound of bones snapping in the darkness as Valik ran toward the light. “I should have never told you about—”

“And it’s not your fault.” Rolf pointed a finger in Valik’s face. “But I think you know that, don’t you? Guilt isn’t your problem, is it? The fear got inside you that day. You refused to let it go, and now it has a hold on you.”

The heat in Valik’s body grew. His hands trembled.

Rolf spoke louder. “That hagaron was a terrible beast, I’m sure. I know that better than anybody. And don’t think that because I killed one means I’m not afraid of them too.”

“Rolf, stop—”

“You never even saw the thing,” Rolf said, “but in your mind, that beast has grown into a demon so powerful it could defeat our creator himself. And it’s done just that, destroyed Tyr in your mind, pulled you off the path you know you should be walking. I had hoped the day would come that you’d finally let go of that fear and become the man you’re supposed to be. But you never will. I see that now.”

Valik pounded a fist on the table. More people watched them now, but he didn’t care. “Do you want to fight me, Rolf? Is that it? Let’s do it then! Right now!”

Rolf grabbed Valik by his tunic and jerked him forward. Their faces met at the center of the table. “Too late for that, but I’m not surprised you waited until I’m no longer wearing the medallion to challenge me. You might even win, you arrogant coward, though I’m not sure your demon would let you, because then you’d have to face the truth.”

“Let go of me,” Valik gritted.

Rolf released his grip and pushed Valik into his chair. “Let’s drink to our victory, then.” He lifted his cup toward Valik, then tipped it all the way back, downing every last drop. Rolf set the mug onto the table and wiped his mouth with a huge sweep of his hand.

“Was this all supposed to inspire me?” Valik challenged. “The call to my true self, coming from the wise, old man. Just like one of Goran’s stories. Next is the part where you tell me to settle down with Lara and have some cubs.” He didn’t know why he’d stayed seated for all this, but he couldn’t bring himself to walk away. Even through the haze of the mead, Rolf meant too much to Valik, and that angered him to no end.

“Aye, you probably should.” Rolf raised his cup as Asta—Rolf’s wife—appeared by his side holding a pitcher. She filled Rolf’s cup and leaned in for a kiss.

Valik’s cheeks warmed, more from embarrassment than anger. He had argued with Rolf many times before, and while it had never gone this far, he could stand the thought of the former chieftain’s disapproval. The old boor always came back around eventually.

But Valik couldn’t bear the idea of disappointing Asta. He wondered how much she had seen and heard. Asta always seemed to know much more than she let on.

Rolf spoke up. “Thank you, my dear. I’ll be along shortly.”

Asta nodded, smiled at Valik, and left. Valik watched her for a moment, and suddenly the anger melted away. “Not everyone can be like you and Asta, you know that, Rolf?”

“Oh, I know,” Rolf said. “If I was a better chieftain, I’d have forbidden a woman like Lara from ever speaking with you. But it’s too late for that now too.” Rolf stood up, a full mug in his hand. “And if she’s foolish enough to still want you, as Asta was foolish enough to want me, I hope you have enough sense to accept that challenge. If you don’t, then she’s better off without you.”

As the former chieftain stood up from his chair and left, Valik felt very unsteady in his chair. Everything in the room—the music, the dancing, the feasting—all of it happened as if on the other side of an invisible barrier he could not penetrate. Instead, he had only Rolf’s parting words to keep him company. She’s better off without you.

Valik nodded. At least they could agree on that.
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When the last musician stopped playing, a handful of children slept by the smoldering embers of the firepit. More than a few men and women lay passed out on tables across the mead hall. Dag and Elise continued to dance with each other, even though the only music left in the hall was the muttering of Wartooth, still searching for a smile at the bottom of his cup. Lara was nowhere to be seen.

The consideration of sleeping in his chair crossed Valik’s mind, but that would mean a stiff back the entire next day, along with who knew how many other aches and pains.

Ten years before—Tyr’s fang, five years, even—the thought would have never crossed his mind. Back then, Valik slept wherever he wanted and tackled the next day with the ferocity of a stolian cat stalking its prey in Skjaldborg Forest.

But those days were gone, so Valik reluctantly rose and made his way through the cold back to his hut. When he opened the door, Sagr greeted him with a wagging tail. And as he did every night, the wolf followed Valik to the oil lamp on the small table near his bed. Mari had crafted the stone lamp, but the oil was made by Odd, who had discovered an impressive concoction that burned far longer and produced less odor and smoke.

Sagr settled onto his blanket on the floor. Valik lit the lamp, ensuring that the darkness—though close—would remain at bay for another night. Then he collapsed onto his bed and fell into an exhausted sleep.


[image: 14: Koji]


Koji’s muscles ached as he lay in his bed that night, the result of a day spent unloading the Rodraku cargo ship and making deliveries around the compound. When he completed that job, his next task had been to reload the ship with crates filled with ore, minerals, and other useful raw materials mined from the Avarix planet.

Kotori had stayed on his mind throughout the day. The blistering heat of the sun and the pain of the backbreaking labor seemed more manageable when he thought of her voice, her smell, her touch on his skin.

The Oracle’s words echoed in Koji’s mind as he gazed out his window at Varus, which shone like a beacon in the sky. Every time Koji closed his eyes, he saw the Oracle sitting beyond the candlelight, beckoning him to risk his life for a creator he believed was long dead and a mission he did not understand.

When the door creaked open, Koji’s heart jumped. He shot up in his bed.

Kotori wore the robes she always wore when sneaking into his hut. She kept her head down as she deposited her sack on the floor and reached toward the window. The lizard she called Aja emerged from her sleeve and assumed his post at the windowsill.

“I’m glad to see you.” Koji longed to draw back her hood and look at her face, though he had not yet dared to touch her. Thus far, their only contact had been when Kotori spread the salve on his wounds. Koji did not want to push boundaries with the woman who showed him such kindness. He stayed seated on the bed and nodded at Aja. “I’m even glad to see that ferocious little dragon of yours.”

Kotori knelt next to the bed, pulled the jar of salve from the bag, and slowly removed her hood. Tears stained her face, smearing black lines across her cheeks.

Koji’s breath caught. “Kotori, why are you crying?”

Her voice was shaky. “My father—I heard him speaking with the pilots of the cargo ship. He said they would need to use a much larger ship next time.”

A smile spread across Koji’s face. “That’s not a problem. I can handle more cargo, even if I have to spend all night unloading it. Today wasn’t so bad. There’s no need to—”

“No,” she interrupted. “You don’t understand. It is to be the last cargo ship. They are delivering the device.”

Koji’s mind swirled in confusion. “What device? Why would they not send more ships?”

Kotori took a shuddering breath. “My father calls it Shardraku’s Flame. It’s a device that uses an energy beam to bore through the planet. When it reaches the core”—she swallowed, and her voice became a near whisper—“the beam delivers an explosive charge and . . . and . . .” Kotori couldn’t go on.

Koji’s stomach dropped. “That can’t be. There are Rodraku compounds scattered across Avarios, stripping it of its resources.”

“Their work is done,” Kotori told him. “My father has decided that we’ve taken all we can from your planet. The emperor ordered all our forces to join the battle against the Isari. All Rodraku on this planet have been instructed to make preparations. We are leaving.”

Koji had always known the day would come. The War of the Creators demanded that only one planet could survive, only one of the five races formed by the cosmic entities at the beginning of time. Avarios’s fate had been sealed long ago. The quakes had grown much more frequent in the past year, like the death rattle of a world recognizing the inevitable.

He touched her arm, and she tearfully looked up at him. “Please, don’t cry,” he said. “My world and my creator have long been dead. I’ll be a slave on your planet, Kyrdraku, as I’ve been on Avarios. There isn’t much difference.”

Kotori blinked several times. “No, Koji. Once the drill reaches the core, it cannot be stopped. My people will evacuate the planet, but yours will be left behind to die.”

Koji’s mouth went dry. He leaned back in his bed.

The lizard watched him from the windowsill. Beyond it, Varus shone a little less bright than Koji remembered. “So this is the end.”

Kotori came to her feet, determination mixed with defiance in her tone. “No. It can’t be. There must be something we can do.”

Koji was quiet for a moment before he asked, “You would oppose your father?”

Kotori walked to the window and ran her finger along the lizard’s back. Her voice was stronger now. “I told you once I am not like my father. I love him, and I know he loves me, but I hate this war. I’ve always hated the thought of what had to be done, but there was nothing I could do to change it. Then, when I saw you risk your life for that child . . .”

Koji shook his head. “I risked no more for that boy than you have for me several times since that day.”

Kotori moved across the room to him. “I have never met anyone with your courage and selflessness. I can’t bear to see you die.”

Koji reached for her hand, and her fingers tightened around his. He breathed in the scent of her perfume. The combination of her presence and her words ignited a fire inside of him, and he held on to the moment as long as he could before asking, “Then what can we do?”

Kotori let go of his hand and let out a deep breath. “We can escape.”
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“Escape? You’re out of your mind, traitor.” Takeo clanged his pickaxe against a vein of quartz in the wall.

“Keep your voice down.” Koji scanned the tiny branch of the dim mineshaft and saw no sign of Rodraku soldiers or other Avarix slaves within earshot. At least Takeo had chosen a good place for their conversation. “We don’t have a choice. They’re going to destroy the planet and wipe out our entire race.”

Takeo wiped sweat from his forehead, pushing aside his filthy hair. “Is that right? And how do you know this is going to happen?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“Figures.” Takeo snorted and swung his axe again. “Then why should I trust you?”

Koji wanted to respond but thought better of it. Instead, he walked out toward the main mineshaft. Too much time spent in a single area would draw suspicion. He couldn’t risk it.

The smells of sweat and dust clogged the mines as Koji pushed his way through the corridor, which was packed with working Avarix. A few slaves stopped and watched as he trudged by, glancing at the whip in his hands, the cursed whip the Rodraku insisted he carry. Koji pretended to be interested in the activity of the Avarix as he counted the seconds until he could return to Takeo.

The other slaves glared at Koji with disgust. His public whipping had apparently done nothing to improve their opinions of him. More than one elbow jammed into his ribs as he squeezed through the crowded tunnel. His fellow Avarix did not even grunt a half-hearted apology as they had in the past.

They either hate me more, or they hate me the same but no longer fear me.

Koji shoved his way back to Takeo. The one-eyed slave had gained a coworker. Koji recognized her as the same woman who had spat on his armor the day of the quake.

Koji turned away at the sight of her. He couldn’t risk talking about escape in the vicinity of other slaves. He didn’t even know if he could trust Takeo.

But the Oracle trusts him, he thought. For some reason Koji didn’t understand, that meant something to him.

As Koji moved toward the main shaft, Takeo coughed loudly and made a quick jerk with his head to call Koji over.

“It’s okay,” Takeo whispered as Koji approached. “You can trust her.”

Koji attempted a quizzical expression. “Trust her with what?”

Takeo smirked. “Too late, traitor. She knows you want to escape. I don’t keep secrets from my wife.”

His wife?

The news came as no surprise. The Rodraku permitted breeding in controlled scenarios to create new workers but forbade any type of formal pairing like marriage. Rumors persisted that certain slaves married in secret. Koji guessed the dragons did not consider the violation a danger to their power, so the rule received little enforcement unless slaves became careless and were caught together in unapproved circumstances.

Takeo seemed like the type to risk it.

Still, the confession exasperated Koji. “You told her? What’s the matter with you? We have to keep this a secret.”

Takeo sank his pickaxe into the wall. “From my wife? Did you think I would leave without her and my children?”

“You have children?” Koji asked.

The woman interjected. “It’s how we met, through one of your approved breeding selections.”

“My approved breeding selections?” Koji sputtered incredulously. He wanted to argue, but he had already spent too much time in one spot. He returned to the main area of the shaft and followed a slave pushing a cart of raw materials up through the passage and out into the open crater.

The afternoon sun found the mining operation in heavy activity. Men and women—covered in black dust—scurried in every direction, drenched in sweat and keeping their eyes on the sand.

A handful of Rodraku soldiers were scattered throughout the throngs of workers. One of them, energy rifle in hand, stopped and stared at Koji.

Koji glared at the slave with the cart. “Get that over to the depositing area!”

The slave shot Koji a look of confusion. No doubt the man had performed this task thousands of times. He shrugged and pushed his cart along in apparent obedience.

Koji snuck a glance at the Rodraku. To his relief, the soldier had moved her attention elsewhere.

Koji made his way back into the mine but took his time before returning to Takeo. When he did, he half expected to see that the one-eyed slave had taken yet another wife in the time since Koji had left. Fortunately, it was Takeo and the same woman waiting for him.

The woman spoke first. “How do we know we can trust you?”

Koji clenched his teeth and faced Takeo. “Now she’s questioning me too?”

She lifted her chin. “I have a name,” she said. “And it’s an Avarix name, which is more than I can say for you, traitor.”

Takeo sighed. “Isabella, calm down.”

Koji checked over his shoulder for prying eyes. How many more times could he risk coming down here to speak with Takeo? He had to resolve this soon. “I have someone inside the Regent’s palace who agreed to help us. They’ll provide the opportunity and the pilot; you provide the people. I’ll leave the decision of who comes along up to you, but not too many, and an equal number of men and women.”

Takeo ceased pretending to work. “The only way I do this is if you tell me who you’re working with.”

Koji grimaced. “I can’t tell you that.”

Takeo leaned in, glaring into Koji with his piercing green eye. “Don’t think that whatever the Oracle wants with you changes my opinion. These people need to have faith in something, so I play along, but I don’t believe in her dead creator any more than I believe in you. And don’t think I won’t tell the nearest Rodraku soldier about your plan to escape. If you want me to keep quiet, I need something in return. Give me a name.”

Koji felt as if a hot coil twisted inside his stomach. If Kotori’s words were true, they had little time before the destruction of Avarios. He had one chance to save his people. “Takeo, what are the names of your children?”

“What?” Takeo leaned back. “Why do you care?”

Koji stepped nearer to Takeo. This had to work. “Your children. What are their names?”

“I’m not telling you th—”

“Do you care if they live or die?” Koji pressed. “You know the Rodraku’s mission as well as I do: Destroy the other planets, and be rewarded by their creator with eternal life, using the remnants of the other planets to build a glorified Kyrdraku.

“Do you think your children get to be part of that? Do you think Tarquin is planning to bring us along? Look around. Our world is depleted. Our usefulness has run out. They’re going to destroy us, Takeo. All of us.”

Takeo shook his head decisively.

“I have no reason to lie to you,” Koji told him. “If I wanted you dead, I could kill you myself and the guards wouldn’t notice. I came to you because our people despise me, but they will follow you. Together, we can save at least a few of them. So I’m giving you a chance. I’m giving your children a chance. Come with us.”

Takeo and Isabella exchanged looks. There was a long pause.

Finally, Takeo nodded.
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Varus waned in the dark sky over Avarios, no longer the full circle of light that had shone through Koji’s window the past few nights, watching over him and Kotori as they met in secret. It looked as if the edge of the moon had been ripped off and cast away, the once-perfect sphere now a strange, fat sliver of rock.

Koji donned the hooded robe Kotori had brought him the night before when they had made their final plans for escape. Where would they go? Would he ever see Varus again? He couldn’t even guess at the answers.

Koji crept out the door of his quarters. He kept low as he set his back against the soldiers’ dining hall across from his hut and edged toward the corner of the building. He scanned the alley on the side of the compound between the outer wall and the long, clay building that housed the Rodraku officers.

Rodraku security inside the compound amounted to a handful of soldiers posted at the gate of the inner wall that surrounded the Regent’s palace. Tarquin’s personal guards stayed inside the palace itself. Koji had learned from Kotori that the outer wall of the compound included outward-facing sensors that would detect any movements in the vicinity. If the Avarix attempted an assault, the alarm would warn the soldiers long before anyone could begin to scale the high walls.

Koji ducked down the alley toward the rear corner of the facility, where Kotori would wait for him after she disabled the security system. He paused halfway and checked behind him for signs of detection. Had Kotori felt this same fear on the nights she had come to see him? If so, she had never shown it during their planning.

At the end of the alleyway, a clay hut identical to Koji’s stood between him and the rear gate. The Avarix guard who had previously occupied it had died in the mines several weeks earlier. The Rodraku had not yet selected an adolescent slave to train in his place, Koji assumed because they were about to destroy the planet anyway.

Koji found the door to the hut half-open and held his breath as he slid inside. Kotori crouched against the wall. She pulled her hood back at his approach.

He didn’t mean to kiss her, but before he realized it, their lips met. She didn’t pull away but instead leaned into the kiss, holding him tight.

He didn’t want to let go, but they didn’t have much time. “Is everything ready?” he asked.

Kotori nodded. “We need to move fast. The system will reboot soon, and the palace guard will realize what has happened.”

“Takeo and the others should be watching from a safe distance,” Koji said. “When they see us move for the cargo ship, they’ll run to us. You’re sure you can fly that thing on your own?”

“I’ve done it before.” Kotori’s eyes sparkled with confidence. “My father insisted I learn. I won’t be alone, though. Masato is coming.”

Koji’s eyes went wide. “You told your tutor?”

Kotori held up a hand. “Shhh. Yes, I had to. I knew he suspected something, and I knew he would understand. He’s with us, Koji, not against us. He hates the war as much as I do, and he wants to help. He’ll be a great asset.”

Koji searched her face. She had given him no reason to doubt her judgment. “I trust you. Where is he?”

“The slave-tracking system is in the same building as the officers’ quarters,” she said, “but Masato has access. He’s disabling it now.”

I hadn’t thought of that. Koji ran his hand over the back of his neck, where the Rodraku had implanted his tracking chip. His mind eased a little. Kotori knew what she was doing.

“C’mon,” Koji beckoned. “Let’s go.”

They didn’t bother to replace their hoods as they moved out the door and skirted around the tiny, clay hut. The back of the hut butted up against the outer wall, allowing them to move in the shadows for the short distance to the energy gate.

Koji tensed as Kotori placed her hand to the scanner. If her plan worked, the sensor would recognize her and open the gate. Her identification would be relayed to the main system, but because she had shut it down, there would be no notification in the palace.

When the system restarted, however, her father would know she had opened the gate. Tarquin would know his daughter had betrayed him, making her an enemy of the Dragon Creator. There was no telling what the Regent would do to them if caught. No turning back now.

Kotori touched her hand to the sensor, and the red energy field dissipated. She nodded at Koji.

The cargo ship waited outside the gate. The pilots were scheduled to return to Kyrdraku the next morning, so the ship would be fueled and ready to fly. For once, Koji appreciated the unwavering discipline of the race that enslaved him.

He kept an eye out for Rodraku soldiers while heading toward the ship but saw none in the darkness. In the distance behind the ship, a small group of shadows rushed up the dirt path.

“Takeo and the others are here,” Koji announced as Kotori placed her hand on the sensor for the cargo bay door. The hydraulics hissed as the door opened. “Where’s Masato?”

Kotori looked around. “I don’t know. He should be here by now. We can’t leave him behind. I’ll go look for him.”

Koji’s stomach churned. They had no time to spare. “No. You’re the only one who knows how to start the ship. Get the slaves in and prepare for takeoff. I’ll go back and check for Masato.”

She looked at him anxiously. “Be careful. And be quick.”

Takeo and Isabella reached the ship, each holding a small child in their arms. Four other slaves ran behind them. Koji sprinted for the main gate as the ship whirred to life. Its lights bounced off the outer wall. They would soon be discovered.

The energy gate had not yet rematerialized when Koji crossed the threshold into the compound. He darted down the alleyway and peeked around the corner at the front of the officers’ quarters.

Masato was nowhere to be seen.

The engines of the cargo ship rumbled outside the wall. The sound would soon wake everyone in the compound. The rumble grew so loud that it shook the ground. Koji lost his balance and fell. The tremors grew into a quake.

That’s not from the ship.

Koji dashed back toward the gate. When he was two steps away, the energy field materialized in front of him. The world erupted with bright lights and an ear-piercing alarm.

Something snatched Koji’s robe and jerked him through the door into the abandoned clay hut. He tried to cry out, but a large hand muffled his mouth.

Something hit him in the gut. The air burst from his lungs with a puff. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t think.

The noise consumed everything.

The figure spoke. “Stop it! Stay down, or they’ll find us too.”

Koji’s eyes adjusted to the bright lights. His attacker wore a loose-fitting robe, but beneath the clothes, Koji spotted an elaborate set of ornate, golden armor. The man’s black hair coiled into a bun on the back of his head. His face had few wrinkles and lines, but his tired brown eyes betrayed his age. He looked exactly how Kotori had described him.

“Masato,” Koji gasped with the first breath he could manage.

The quake had stopped, but the compound roared with the yelling of soldiers and the screeching of the alarm.

“I said shut up.” Masato kept Koji pinned to the ground.

Outside, the sirens ceased but the lights stayed on. The shouts had stopped, as had the noise of the cargo ship. Kotori had never taken off.

Masato eased his grip on Koji as he leaned forward to peer through the crack in the door.

Koji jerked his body out from beneath Masato’s weight. “What do you think you’re doing? We have to save her!”

Masato positioned himself between Koji and the door. He reached into his robe and drew out a small, metal cylinder with a forked end. Koji recognized the device as something the Rodraku had used on unruly slaves in the past.

“No!” Koji tried to bolt past Masato. “Kotori!”

The old man pressed the device to Koji’s chest. His entire body seized, and he tumbled to the floor.

“Please,” Koji managed before he lost consciousness. “We have to . . . save . . . her.”
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Fallon’s leg twitched beneath the long breakfast table. She cast quick looks in both directions. Had anyone noticed? Most of the people fumbling in and out of the room were too bleary-eyed to focus on anything besides sitting and eating.

Or at least, that’s how they all appeared. She didn’t know what to believe anymore.

The shades had been opened to let the light of the new day fill the dining hall. Breakfast was standard hospitality for party guests who had celebrated late into the night and found themselves unwilling—or unable—to see themselves home. That meant the palace was crowded with people who wouldn’t be there under normal circumstances. Ahriman would no doubt use the opportunity to provide a grand send-off for Shahin.

The Lord Protector seemed in better condition than most of the people there. Ahriman resumed his place next to his wife at the head table, but Fallon had chosen to eat amidst the hungover masses this morning rather than join the Vartanians. Her attendance at breakfast was expected—the need to maintain appearances was the only reason she had not stayed in her room—but the meal itself was much less of a formal affair. Nobody would think twice about her seating choice, except someone who might have a special reason to watch her.

Ermine Vartanian—the widow of Arash—again occupied the seat next to Roksana, but Shahin’s chair was empty. His absence made Fallon queasy. As an Isari fleet officer and the Lord Protector’s son, discipline ruled Shahin’s entire life. It was unlikely that he would be late.

His whereabouts should have been the least of her worries. At the first chance, she needed to sneak away to the hidden hallway, trace her fingers over the complex pattern of designs in the wall, and slip through the invisible door that would open with the recognition of her unique body chemistry. Then she would navigate the darkness through downward sloping hallways with several twists, turns, and false dead ends until she reached her conclave, House Demir, and the guidance of her father.

“Good morning, Your Highness.”

Fallon jerked her head up.

Xerxes stood at the vacant spot next to Fallon. “I’m sorry. Did I startle you?”

Fallon regained her calm. “Xerxes. No, I was lost in thought. Please, sit with me.”

Xerxes took the place at her side, and a server set a plate of food and a glass of water in front of the young genius. “I hope you slept well,” Xerxes said.

Fallon took a slow drink of water so she could consider her response. The attacker’s anesthetic had put her into a deep, dreamless sleep. She had woken up that morning in her bed feeling well rested despite the emotional disturbance.

“I did sleep well, Xerxes. Thank you for asking.” It was the truth, she decided, and therefore much more useful for avoiding topics she wasn’t ready to discuss.

Xerxes hadn’t yet taken a bite. “I imagine you were tired from all the dancing.”

Fallon knew what that meant. She smiled at him. “At the next celebration, I hope that you will dance with me.”

His eyes reflected understanding and appreciation. “You know that I will,” he lowered his voice to a whisper, “my queen.”

Fallon smiled again, then stood. Shahin had not arrived, but enough people had seen her at breakfast to satisfy political requirements. The longer she remained idle, the more ground her unknown enemies could gain on her. “I’ll come find you later, Xerxes.”

“I’ll be waiting for you.”
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“It was dangerous for you to come to us in the middle of the day,” King Seran said after Fallon finished telling him what had happened the previous night.

“I couldn’t wait any longer, Father. I don’t know who I can trust now.”

House Demir sat in front of Fallon. Her gaze moved between her ancestors, hoping one of them would have an answer.

Her great-grandfather Azam spoke first. “As queen, you’re going to face tough decisions and uncertain times. What do you think should be done?”

The question struck her as obvious. Of course she should know what to do. Fallon had been raised for scenarios like this, instructed in the ways of leadership by her father. By all of them.

A slight fear nagged at the back of her mind. She had entered dangerous territory. The plot to lure the Rodraku to Evstrion had worked as planned. The potential for exposure was an unavoidable byproduct of her attempts to gain credibility with the Isari war council. Fallon took a breath and began to answer.

Her father interrupted her. His voice sounded stern, though not scolding. “This is something you should have anticipated, Fallon. Even if you didn’t think your plans would be discovered, you should have had contingencies in place, alternate strategies that you could execute if needed. We must be fast, flexible, and responsive. That’s when we are at our most dangerous.”

Her father was right. Fallon needed a plan. She needed to be ready.

“Whoever is on to me is trying to convince me to back down,” she said. “Fear is a powerful weapon, but if they had any real proof of my actions and wanted to stop me, they would have gone public to discredit me. Assuming this was an agent of Ahriman, then he knows what I have done but lacks the evidence to bring it before the war council or the senate.”

Queen Feray tilted her head. “Then how will you respond?”

Fallon caught a glint of encouragement in her grandmother’s expression. It gave her confidence. “Now is the time to make my move,” she answered. “I must draw my enemies in and let them think I’m scared and vulnerable. They believe I’m too young to rule. If I can affirm their suspicions, they’re more likely to make a mistake. That’s when I strike.”

Queen Feray gave a gentle nod.

“And what about Vartanian’s son?” her father asked.

Fallon paused to consider her words. Even in this form—a computer-generated recreation—her father’s opinion mattered. He meant more to her than anyone in the five worlds. She had to say it just right. “Shahin . . . cares for me. I can use that.”

Her father frowned. “The Vartanians are clever. How can you be sure?”

“Love, lust, and deception are difficult to hide in a kiss, Father,” Fallon said. “I haven’t pressed my lips to many, but I know the difference.”

Queen Feray offered a slight smile. It was in her grandmother’s journals that Fallon had learned to use her sensuality as a weapon. Fallon cherished the memory of her mother, Ila Demir—a strong woman who had died a hero of her people—but her beauty came from Feray.

“And how do you propose to use him?” Azam asked. “Did you not say he will soon return to his ship, if he hasn’t already?”

“This is why I have come to you,” Fallon said. “The time is now, I know it. I have all the pieces in front of me. I’m just not sure how everything fits together.”

The holograms of House Demir watched her in silence. Fallon understood well how the technology worked. Her great-grandfather had explained the process in depth. But when she spoke to them, she tried not to acknowledge the fact that these were artificial intelligence programs that were analyzing possibilities, weighing variables, and predicting potential outcomes. Fallon didn’t think they would be offended at her reminding them that they weren’t real people. Maybe it was she who didn’t want to acknowledge that reality.

Her father spoke up. “The victory at Evstrion gained you credibility with the war council. It was your first major blow against the Rodraku. Whether the council will admit it or not, they all must know that the victory would have been even greater if Ahriman had followed your original plan.

“This was a good first step, but proving yourself a great strategist may gain you no more than a vote on the war council and an elevated reputation with the senate. At best, it will force Ahriman to take you seriously as an advisor. This would be a benefit to our people, a better situation than where we currently—”

“It’s not enough,” Fallon broke in.

Her father beamed. “I knew you would say that. You are indeed my daughter.”

“Then what do I have to do?” she asked.

Azam leaned forward. “For you to rise, Ahriman must fall.”

Her great-grandfather’s words sparked something inside her that needed to be sparked. She straightened in excitement. “A revolution, then. My Ghosts will come to life and fight. I need only give the word.”

“Caution, Fallon.” Queen Feray spoke slowly and deliberately. “You need a smooth transition of power. Defeating Ahriman is not victory. It will only give you the proper position in the battle. You will then have to lead your people to victory over the dragons, then whomever is left after the other planets finish their own wars.

“Your greatest enemy will be the machines. They are a race of unbelievable power. If we are to survive, you will need your full forces in place—both military and political—when you take the crown. If you claim your throne by burning down the capital, you’ll fight our enemies from a pile of ashes.”

The truth of it settled over Fallon. Her grandmother was right. Fallon berated herself for not thinking that far ahead. Her father had taught her better. “Only Ahriman, then.”

“Exactly, my dear.” King Seran stood. He took a few steps toward Fallon and stopped. “Ahriman must fall, but the Isari must stand. If needed, we can help you remove one or two of his closest allies if we do not believe they will bend their knee to you, but you must remember that every powerful position you eliminate will need to be replaced. Our enemies are strong.”

Queen Feray addressed Fallon from her seat behind her son. “So how will you accomplish this?”

Fallon closed her eyes. Emotion was her enemy. Anger clouded her judgment. Distractions had to be cleared away for her to see the answer. “I cannot kill the Lord Protector,” she said after a moment, “that much is clear. Even if I don’t leave a trace of evidence, I would be the main suspect if he were to die. That would cost me the trust of the senate and the war council.

“If I cannot kill his body,” Fallon continued, “I have to destroy his reputation. I must damage his credibility so much that he will be declared unfit to rule.”

“That’s right,” her father stated.

Fallon mentally sorted through possibilities. “Evstrion planted the seeds of doubt in his ability to rule, but I can’t make that same move again. My intentions would be too obvious, and I’ve spent hours studying the Rodraku positions in my war simulators. I don’t see a weakness right now.” She opened her eyes. “How do I destroy him?”

Her father stood in front of her. “You may not understand this yet, so you will have to trust me. You see Ahriman as a ruler, but he is also a father. There is nothing more difficult for a parent than to bury their child, which Vartanian recently had to do.”

The answer materialized in Fallon’s mind. “Do you think he’s emotionally weak, that his judgment is impaired?”

“Probably,” her father responded. “But it doesn’t matter. Many on the war council have children of their own. They are no doubt studying their ruler. Like me, they will have anticipated the toll that his son’s demise will have taken.

“Ahriman’s failure to recognize the brilliance of your plan,” he said, “happened days after Arash’s death. That works to our advantage, but you will need more. The senate must have no choice but to remove him, and in dire times like this, the senators are the puppets of the war council. That is who you must convince.”

Something clicked in Fallon’s mind. Her eyes lit up, and she smiled broadly at her father. She wanted to throw her arms around him, kiss him on the cheek, and thank him for finding a way to stay with her after his death. As it was, her words would have to suffice.

“I have a plan.”
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Fallon slipped into the main hall of the palace in time to see a mass of people moving toward the door. Nobody paid her any attention as they brushed by, a slight that would have irritated her under normal circumstances. She assumed they were last night’s party guests returning to their homes at last. Odd that they’re all leaving at the same time.

“Ah, Princess Demir! Where have you been hiding?” Erol Koray approached at a brisk pace. The mischievous but playful smile on his face set her at ease.

“Lord Koray.” Fallon smiled and dipped her head in a slight bow. “What’s going on?”

Koray chuckled. “A hero’s farewell. Apparently, the entirety of the Isari governing body is required so that Shahin Vartanian may properly return to his ship. I swear, if the Rodraku were half as smart as we are, they would plant some arbitrary reason for pomp and circumstance before us, then blow it sky high. Boom!” He threw his hands up in dramatic fashion. “Every Isari leader wiped out in one fell swoop.”

“Shahin?” Fallon’s heart skipped. “I thought he had already left.”

Koray shot her a look. “Ah, no. I believe he’s still in his quarters, preparing to leave. Roksana probably insisted that he wait until everything’s ready for his send-off.” Koray studied Fallon as if investigating her through one of his telescopes. He gestured toward the staircase with his head. “You can still catch a few minutes with him if you want.”

“Maybe I will,” Fallon replied.

“You’d better hurry, then.”

But Fallon was already on her way, trying not to seem too eager but knowing that she was failing.

She found Shahin in the guest quarters, a modest room by palace standards, and a good distance from his parents’ wing. Most of the furnishings were decades old, well-preserved by the efforts of the palace staff, but a style not favored by Ahriman, whose living quarters reflected the modern technological accomplishments of the Isari.

Shahin’s room had tall but plain windows, nothing like the stained glass pieces of art found in the more lavish rooms. It also had a fireplace, a simple dresser with a matching valet stand, and a large four-poster bed.

The door stood wide open. Fallon quieted her steps as she approached. Shahin was busy packing a large bag that lay open on his bed.

Fallon stopped at the doorway and watched him. “Honestly, I don’t understand why you stay in this part of the palace,” she said. “The bedrooms in your father’s wing are so much bigger.”

“My mother said the same thing.” Shahin folded a set of fatigues and placed them into his bag. “I stayed there when I was younger, but I prefer to be here now. It’s quieter, I guess. I don’t need all that room. I mean, it’s just me.”

Why wasn’t he looking at her? Fallon ran her hands over her dress, smoothing it out. “Shahin, were you going to leave without saying goodbye to me?”

He frowned at her. “I told you good night after the ball.”

She shook her head. “Good night and goodbye are not the same. You know that.”

“Oh, well, goodbye then.” Shahin zipped his bag and hoisted it up onto his shoulder. He made his way to the door.

Fallon refused to move aside. “Why didn’t you come to breakfast this morning?”

“I decided to sleep late. Despite all my time in space, those little jumpships . . . I’ve never gotten used to them. They throw off my equilibrium or something. Between that and the repairs to the Mirza, I know I’m probably not going to get another decent night’s sleep anytime soon.”

“So that’s it? You were worried about sleep?” Fallon had to know his true feelings about her. She had promised her father that Shahin Vartanian was not a threat, that the last living son of the Lord Protector felt true affection for her. She couldn’t be wrong. She would not be wrong.

Shahin set his bag on the floor. Silence filled the room before he spoke. “Fallon, what happened last night should not have happened.”

“You didn’t enjoy kissing me?”

“Of course I did, but that doesn’t mean it was a good idea. I got caught up in the music and the moment. The wine probably had something to do with it.”

That was a lie—Fallon knew it. What was he hiding from? “You’re saying it meant nothing to you? It was just a kiss?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Then kiss me again, Shahin Vartanian. Prove to me that you can kiss me and walk away. That you don’t care about me.”

“Fallon, stop this.”

“What’s wrong? Not so bold in the daylight, is that it? Don’t want anyone to see? Fine!” Fallon closed the door, then faced him.

Shahin only looked at her. “You know I care about you. That’s why I’m leaving. That’s why I wasn’t at breakfast this morning. That’s why I tried to avoid this ridiculous send-off that’s so important to my father.”

“What are you talking about?”

Shahin pressed a finger to his lips. “I’ve swept this room for surveillance equipment,” he said.

“You what?” Her words were faint with surprise. She didn’t doubt Shahin’s capabilities for finding out whether somebody was listening to him. All high-ranking military personnel—anybody with access to sensitive strategic information—learned how to find and remove surveillance equipment. But why would Ahriman’s son feel the need to sweep his own room in the palace?

“The room is clean,” Shahin said, “but we’ve got to keep our voices down. My father is suspicious. I don’t know what you’re doing, Fallon, and I don’t know how much he knows. But whatever you’re up to, you need to stop.”

It took all Fallon’s willpower not to ball up her fists. Steady. Emotion would cloud her judgment, and she needed to be sharp. “Did he send you to tell me this?”

“Of course not. He has no idea what happened last night. Whatever knocked out the power took out the night-vision cameras as well. As far as we need to be concerned, that kiss never happened. Fallon, I want to help you. Tell me what you’ve done and anything you might have planned. I want to protect you, but you have to trust me.”

Fallon nearly choked. “I have to trust you? You’re the one accusing me of treason. Why should I trust you if you don’t trust me?”

They stared at each other for what felt like hours. Fallon wondered how much time they had until Roksana Vartanian came knocking at the door, calling for her son to show up at his own going-away party. It couldn’t be long. Ahriman Vartanian would not be embarrassed in front of his guests. They would come for Shahin, and he would go back to his ship, off to defend Evstrion against the Rodraku’s next attack. He would no longer be useful to Fallon. Even worse, Shahin could die before she got a chance to see him again.

An unexpected sadness tugged at her heart. Fallon was not prepared to deal with that idea. She would miss him. She hadn’t missed anyone in a very long time. Not since her father had died.

Shahin reached out and took her hands. “I do trust you, and if you want me to prove it, then I’ll tell you my darkest, most dangerous secret.”

Fallon froze. Does he really mean that?

Shahin lowered his head to put his eyes level with her own. “We don’t have much time, so you can’t ask me a lot of questions. If I do this, will you trust me? Will you tell me the truth about what you’ve been doing?”

Fallon nodded.

“All right,” he said. He took a breath. “Fallon, I’m a worshipper of Cyra.”

A cold sweat broke out all over her skin. Her mind went blank. She couldn’t find the words to respond. A worshipper of Cyra? Fallon had known they existed in secret, but had never dreamed that she would meet one, that she might possibly fall in . . .

Fallon hurriedly pushed the thought into the back of her mind, to the place where she kept her memories. She always envisioned it as a great garden where she planted secrets like seeds that would later bloom into useful fruit. In an instant, she saw herself depositing Shahin’s words in a small patch of dirt and covering them with soil. A tiny orange flower sprouted up in its place. When she had time, Fallon would return to examine its petals, to process what he had said. This was a dangerous secret indeed.

Shahin tugged at her hands. “Your turn, Fallon. Quickly.”

She stayed silent.

“Fallon,” Shahin pled, “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”

A worshipper of Cyra. That information could destroy Shahin, perhaps even his father, unless Ahriman publicly distanced himself from his son, which he would almost certainly do.

Could it be true, or was this a ploy from Ahriman to get her confession? She doubted that. The Vartanians would never want those types of rumors about their son to float to the surface of Isari politics, even if Shahin openly claimed them to be false.

Fallon’s legs felt weak as she truly considered telling him everything—the orchestrated attack on Evstrion, the plot to undermine his father, Xerxes, even her conclave. It frightened her, but the trust she saw in Shahin’s eyes could not be denied. For the first time since her father had died, Fallon had somebody—somebody still living—whom she could trust. Perhaps even a partner. The possibility awoke something in her soul that had long been dormant.

She took in a breath, one last moment on her own before she said the words. Before she let him in.

The knock at the door crashed into her thoughts like a meteor. Fallon wheeled around.

Roksana Vartanian peeked her head through the opening. The Lord Protector’s wife stared at Fallon with surprise. “Oh, Fallon, I didn’t know you were in here. Shahin, everybody’s waiting.”

Shahin took a breath. “I’ll be right there. Please give us a minute.”

Roksana frowned. “You’re already late, Shahin.”

“I know,” he said with firm patience, “but we’re talking about something. I’ll be right th—”

“No,” Fallon said suddenly. “Your mother’s right. You should go.” She hastened to the door, willing herself to leave before she did something reckless.

“But Fallon . . .” Shahin said, desperation in his voice.

Fallon knew that a girl in love should have rushed back to his arms. But more than anything, she was a queen, and so she didn’t turn around.
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Optical sensors offline.

The text blinked in red letters against the blackness of TOM’s internal display as he walked through the darkness. The last images he had seen were the hands of the soldiers reaching for him. Then everything had disappeared, leaving only the black.

The soldiers had disabled his navigation system and were now leading him . . . somewhere. Invisible hands pulled him forward, and after a few moments of initial resistance, TOM had resigned to walking with them toward whatever fate awaited him.

TOM could still detect the sounds around him, which shone in white waves rising and falling against the black visual display. He didn’t bother to run an analysis on his odds of a successful escape or reaching a repair facility. Any such equation would yield an answer that indicated some chance of success, no matter how small. It was logical that—even in the most dire circumstances—a small possibility existed that things could change and TOM might survive.

He had no interest in that data.

The soldiers must have taken TOM into some type of holding area. Something that sounded like a door whooshed open, and they led him forward a few more steps.

Stop.

The command appeared in white letters on his display. The soldiers’ steps moved farther away, the door whooshed again, and everything fell quiet.

TOM ran his hands over himself and scanned his internal systems. He still wore the clothes of the Magni. The sensors in his fingers inspected the tough fabric, finding a few holes and tears in the tunic. Outside of the damage to his clothes, optical sensors, and navigation system, the soldiers had left him unharmed. Perhaps the System had detected the abnormality inside of him and feared it might spread to other androids if they opened him up any more than necessary.

The deterioration scan showed five days remaining until systems failure. Was this what deactivation would feel like—an eternally dark screen, his new consciousness trapped inside a body that no longer responded to his commands? The Avarix would call it death. Their race had known much of it, as had the Rodraku. TOM had spent decades watching them die. That was his role—his sole function in the Programmer’s grand design. TOM remembered the scattered body parts of the deactivated androids in the scrap heap. More death, everywhere, in everything he had ever observed.

His hand paused at the bulge in his pouch. The hard drive had managed to stay in place even during his fight against the soldiers. He pulled out the box and held it to his face.

It activated at his touch. Though he couldn’t see, TOM detected the power pulsing through the device. The resiliency of the hard drive far surpassed his own. This box would still be around and functional long after he was gone. Perhaps even beyond the point of time-out, when the five planets reached the collision point and smashed into each other, wiping out all beings in existence. The hard drive had been designed to withstand all of it. It would endure, as would anything it had recorded.

TOM created the words he needed as he went along. “If only I could go back to existing behind the blissful darkness, the peaceful silence, where life belonged to something else far away. Before I became as I am now, this body performed, unbound by the curse of choice, or the fear that comes with the knowledge of mortality. And if I did not fear the moment of death, I would gladly become dead again to forget the pain of life that has found me. For in the end, death will overcome even the greatest of dreams. I am alone. I am afraid.”
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TOM heard the soldiers coming long before they reached him. With no functioning optical sensors, he had relocated his sound wave detection functionality into the middle of his visual display. The thin white line had stretched undisturbed across the center of the screen for hours before the smallest ripple of sound ran across it. TOM returned the hard drive to his pouch.

The door opened. Metal hands grabbed his arms and pulled him forward. TOM did not resist, and the androids did not transmit any commands to his display. Maybe they could discern that his willingness to fight them had vanished. Or maybe the Programmer had designed them not to waste the energy of issuing a command until necessary.

The System always erred on the side of power conservation. The machines revered energy as the Rodraku would revere a blessing from the Dragon Creator. The preservation of power was the closest thing the androids had to worship. TOM had never thought about it until now—an odd revelation to have moments before deactivation.

The soldiers led him through a series of twists and turns. TOM could hear the crackle of parts being fused together and the groan of heavy machinery. His sensors detected extremely high thermal levels. This is either a production or repair facility. TOM had reached the first ring after all.

The sounds of machinery soon faded into the background. A new energy signature registered on TOM’s display, accompanied by a constant hum of power which grew to immeasurable levels as it drew near.

The androids released him and moved away. The energy in front of TOM settled a bit, then spiked much higher than before. An electromagnetic wave ran over his body. The System was scanning him. The wave paused on his torso.

“Please,” TOM said out loud. He had almost completed his new language, though at times he still had ideas and experiences that he couldn’t adequately identify, even with new words. “Please, save me.”

The System finished the scan.

“Please.” TOM remembered the man he had watched on Avarios, the slave standing before the Rodraku soldier.

Text flashed on TOM’s display:

What is your request?

TOM began to craft a response to transmit back to the System in the standard machine language but found himself lapsing in the process required to complete the communication. He searched his memory archives and found evidence that he had performed this operation thousands of times. But now, the steps were gone.

What is your request? Speak, Tactical Observation Model 611. The System has recognized your language but will not use it.

“I have become . . . infected.” TOM had yet to find the right word for whatever had happened to him. It resembled one of the diseases that ran rampant among the slaves on Avarios. Like the slaves, he would have done anything to remove the element that destroyed his body, and like the slaves, he did not anticipate any chance of success.

“The probable cause is the power cell,” TOM said. “It has corrupted my systems. Please, save me. Reboot my systems. I am still useful. I am still productive. I can serve the Command.”

The System hummed. Its energy levels fluctuated.

Anomaly detected. Severe deterioration detected. Running risk analysis.

Analysis complete. Deactivation recommended.

TOM stared at the words against his black internal display. Had he expected anything else? Nothing in his extensive archives held any resemblance to his current state. He had hoped that the System might have a better understanding and a potential solution.

Now he had his answer.

A slight whirring sound occurred in front of TOM, followed by hydraulics. A minor energy spike appeared before him, some new machine that had lifted out of the floor.

Safeguards ready. Prepare for final data download.

The machine before him was most likely some type of isolated port. The System would store his data on a protected drive for evaluation, logging the event for future records.

TOM-611 reached a hand out to the port. He would do what he was told—as he had always done—in one final act of obedience to the Programmer.

Stop. Abort command.

The alert flashed red on TOM’s display. He paused, but the energy inside of him surged in his arm, as if pulling his hand toward the port.

The alert flashed faster.

Abort command. Anomaly detected. Abort command.

The energy persisted. TOM leaned forward.

He touched the port.

A rush of power jolted from TOM’s chest out to all his limbs. Most of the current flowed through the arm touching the port, as if the energy was transferring itself into the interface. TOM’s body wracked with the power. He had never observed anything like it. The pain was immeasurable—shaking his body until he thought he may explode—but he didn’t want to let go.

The surge stopped. TOM pulled his hand away, and the alarm blared, throwing massive sound waves across his display. Energy signatures flickered all around him. The floor was shaking.

Though TOM’s visual display was dark, he ran away from the sound of the alarm. Twisting metal screeched above him. A crash on his left sent large vibrations across his display. As the sound bounced off the surfaces, the vibration gave him a visualization of the facility around him. For an instant, TOM noticed a clear path to an exit on his right, then the outlines vanished.

He made for the exit, hoping he remembered the correct direction. Something heavy fell on his right. A wave of heat, another loud crash, and it was as if TOM could see again, the sound vibrations creating pictures in bright, white outlines against the black backdrop of his display. As the rumble continued, the lines endured, wavy, but clear enough for TOM to guide himself through the chaos.

His systems detected a blast of heat behind him. An explosion. His display confirmed rising temperatures at his back. The facility was crumbling.

A massive object rammed into his left side. He slammed into a nearby pillar, then hit the floor with a thud. The pillar cracked and fell. It crashed into TOM, pinning him to the ground.

Heat sensors flashed red warnings on his screen. TOM struggled beneath the weight of the pillar, trying to wiggle himself free and failing. The heat wave came closer. Outlines of fire barreled toward him, consuming all the other sounds as the lines became larger. The flames would overtake him soon.

His hands pressed against the pillar. The structure would not budge. That the weight had not crushed him was beyond his capable understanding. TOM pushed again, but to no avail.

The fire came closer. The heat increased beyond measure. Large sections of the roof collapsed around him.

TOM placed his hands against the pillar one last time. He focused on the energy inside his body, calling to it, attempting to draw from it. It was not a command, but as TOM concentrated on the energy, the pillar lifted a little.

His arms quivered under the weight but kept pushing forward. Heavy machinery smashed against the floor. TOM pressed harder. The heat intensified. The pillar lifted more. It seemed to get easier the more he pushed, as if the burden was becoming lighter.

With a final burst of energy, TOM tossed the pillar off his body and clambered to his feet. The fire roared. His systems registered heat damage to the metallic superalloys in his body. Within seconds, he would melt.

TOM dashed away from the flames. The visualizations created by the sound vibrations were gone; thermal distortion from the fires dominated his display. Energy flooded his systems. His legs churned faster than he thought possible. The flames pressed at his back.

He could not see the wall but knew it would be there. TOM lowered his shoulder and braced himself.

The steel wall burst open on impact, and TOM charged through the hole. He had gone ten steps outside the facility when he heard the entire structure collapse behind him.

TOM kept running until he reached a distance that was safe from the destruction. He surveyed the sky and heard the thunder of engines far away. He recognized the sound signature of multiple HX 5580 bombers, much larger and faster than the AS 270s that had attacked the scrap heap.

TOM continued to run. The HX 5580s did not seem to be in pursuit, but behind him, TOM heard explosions. The ships had bombed the facility.

The surface of the first ring shuddered beneath his feet. The facility had been destroyed, but the search would not stop there. Whatever TOM had inside his body, the System must have thought it a tremendous threat to annihilate one of its primary facilities. The androids would hunt him until the System knew he had been terminated. He needed a place to hide.

TOM searched his internal records of the first ring, finding no safe haven anywhere close. The scrap heaps were another ring and thousands of soldiers away. He would never get there.

The bomber engines grew louder. They are coming for me. TOM’s power surged as he bolted away from the sound. The echo of his steps against the metal surface of the ring registered in his display, but he could see nothing else.

He detected another explosion approximately five hundred meters behind him. More bombers. The ground gave way beneath his feet. TOM fell onto a hard platform—a change in elevation he had not been able to detect.

More eruptions, louder than before, accompanied blaring alarms. TOM struggled to his feet and ran through the dark. His right side bumped into some large object, but he managed to keep moving.

A new energy signature registered ahead on his display, beneath the surface of the ring. His systems recognized it immediately—a small carrier used for transporting raw materials from the mines of the planet to the first ring for refinement. These carriers made regular deposits in the bay inside the ring, then returned to the surface of the planet. TOM shouldn’t have been able to hear it through the thick metal, but it was there.

That means I am near the edge of the ring. TOM pinpointed the direction of the sound and angled his steps toward it. He stumbled as the terrain became rough. His power spiked.

The explosions behind him got closer but so did the tiny engine. TOM set his systems to focus on the carrier’s signature, zeroing out all other sounds. If the bombers caught him, they caught him. Knowing their location made no difference. He had one chance to survive.

The carrier’s engine was just below him. TOM heard its thrusters ignite. The craft would leave soon and return to the surface of the planet. TOM concentrated all his power on speed, managing to keep up with the carrier moving beneath him. One chance.

TOM jumped and stretched out his arms.
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Song found Arsalan at the beach, sitting in a wooden chair beneath the shade of the trees and watching Daria splash in the waves. Other Isari were scattered along the sand—parents playing games with children, a few men fishing off the rocks at the far end of the shoreline.

As Song emerged from the path between the mountains that led from the village to the beach, Arsalan regarded her with a nod and returned his attention to Daria.

The modified armor fit Song well, perhaps better than it had before. She laid the splint and folded clothes at Arsalan’s feet.

Arsalan kept his eyes on his daughter. “What will you tell them when you return?”

Song gazed across the sand. “I will tell them the truth. The Dragon does not deceive. To lie is a trait of weakness, unacceptable to the blood of the Dragon. Your people subverted the Isari to protect me, Shardraku’s holy weapon, and for that, I granted you a temporary reprieve so I could continue my true mission—destroying your homeworld.”

“Will they accept that?”

“The decision is up to Hakima, the head of the Holy Order of the Jinsai. I have failed many times over the last few days, and three of my order are dead.” That truth cut deep into her heart. “If it is decided that my life can still serve Glorious Shardraku, I will be allowed to remain a Jinsai.”

“So that’s it?” Arsalan asked. “You’ll leave and rejoin the Rodraku forces? Next time we see you, you’ll be a dot in the sky, returning to destroy the people who rescued you?”

“I am your enemy, Arsalan. You should have killed me when you had the chance. That was your mistake. I didn’t ask for your help.”

Arsalan stood. “And I didn’t ask to be your enemy, Song. None of us asked for this war. The creators made us slaves in their ridiculous contest.”

Song’s blood boiled. “What you say is—”

“Blasphemy, yes, I know. But we don’t have to be slaves, Song. We don’t have to play their game. You can break free from your creator.”

In a flash, Song had her knife pressed to his throat. “What would you have me do, serpent? Sit and wait for our planets to smash together, killing everyone, destroying everything?”

Drops of Arsalan’s blood trickled from his neck, but his breath was steady, his face calm. “What if there is something more powerful than the five creators—”

“You speak nonsense. Nothing is more powerful than Shardraku.”

“Something drawing us all together—”

“Foolishness.”

“Some type of gravity or power that pulled the creators all together in the first place and is greater than all of them combined.”

Song’s muscles twitched, all except her hand holding the golden dagger, stained with serpent blood. She scanned the beach. None of the Isari had seemed to notice the altercation. Daria trotted down the shoreline, picking up seashells as she went.

Song removed the weapon from Arsalan’s throat and slid it into its sheath without wiping it clean. “Then why has this power not revealed itself?”

Arsalan touched his hands to his neck and studied his bloodstained fingertips. “Maybe it has revealed itself. Maybe it’s been right in front of us all along, but we just haven’t been looking.”

Song stared at the man—an outcast, a husband, a father, her rescuer, her enemy—and for an instant, she allowed his words to lie on her mind.

Could there be something more? Her entire life had been constructed around a single purpose. The existence of the creators and their will was undeniable. Every day her homeworld of Kyrdraku hurtled closer to the collision point with the other planets.

No. Arsalan was wrong. The war could not be avoided. “I have to go.”

“Join us,” Arsalan urged. “We need you here.”

Song scoffed. “And what would I do in your peaceful village? I’m a warrior.”

“I’m not saying there aren’t wars to fight, but the battle lines may not be where you think they are. Think about it, Song. Do you really want to hurt—”

“All enemies of the Dragon are a stain on the universe which must be cleansed before the final victory can be obtained.” Shardraku’s Code poured out of her mouth like a reflex. “Do not test my resolve, Arsalan Demir.” She started back toward the path that led to the village.

“And what of Daria?” Arsalan called out. “Will you destroy my daughter as well?”

Song stopped. She closed her eyes as a strange uneasiness came over her body and settled like rot in her stomach. In her mind, she saw the picture of Lila as a young girl, holding the flower. “I—”

An Isari woman let out a bloodcurdling shriek, screaming words Song could not understand. More of the Isari started shouting. Parents snatched up their children and ran from the ocean. In the distance, Song saw something large emerge from the water, then quickly submerge again.

Arsalan raced toward Daria.

“What is it?” Song shouted after him.

Arsalan kept running. “Leviathan!”
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Daria screamed.

The beast’s neck rose from the water, its yellow eyes fixed on the quaking girl as its head climbed higher into the late afternoon sky. Water cascaded down its scale-covered, blue-green neck. The monster had no appendages. Rows of horns protruded from both sides of its head. Spikes ran along the creature’s spine. The leviathan bared rows of long, jagged teeth as it released a roar that shook the sand.

The villagers stormed the beach, wielding simple tools as weapons. Arsalan had nearly reached his daughter. Song ran a few steps behind.

Daria stood frozen on the shoreline. The leviathan towered over her. Arsalan dove at his daughter and threw his arms around her.

The leviathan snarled and lunged toward Arsalan.

Song drew her pistols. She hurtled over Arsalan and Daria, firing at the head of the beast.

The monster recoiled, and Song completed a somersault, rolling on the sand. She fired again as she sprang to her feet.

The Isari pitched their tools at the leviathan, shovels and pickaxes soaring through the air. Most missed their mark. The beast dodged between them, screaming with fury. The ground quaked as the creature swerved left and dove forward onto the beach.

A spray of salt water filled the air. The villagers tried to flee, but the leviathan’s jaws snapped onto an Isari woman.

“Get the children out of here!” Song holstered her guns and charged the beast.

The leviathan bellowed. Its head would not stay low for long. Song jumped and caught the monster by a horn that was larger than her body.

The beast dropped the woman and raised its head high into the air. Song wrapped her left arm around the horn and pulled the pistol with her right hand. She fired at the face of the monster, aiming for the tops of its eyes.

The leviathan thrashed back and forth. Song held on, her body swinging against its slick hide. She fired again. The blast singed the scales on the creature’s head. The monster roared and pitched forward.

Song’s grip failed. She sailed through the air and crashed onto the beach. The breath rushed out of her lungs. A wave hammered her body and sent her toppling over.

Water filled her mouth and stung her eyes. Song couldn’t tell up from down. She couldn’t see. Screams and roars surrounded her. She rolled in the direction that she prayed was the beach.

The water pulled away, and the sand rose up beneath her. Song came to her knees and opened her eyes. The leviathan loomed above her, covering her with its shadow. Saliva dripped from its jowls onto the ground around her. She reached for her pistols.

They were gone.

The monster paused and let out a low growl. Its eyes grew wide. The muscles in its neck tensed. The leviathan angled its mouth toward Song and attacked.

“No!” Arsalan ran into Song, pushing her away. Song tumbled over in the sand.

The beast’s jaws clamped onto Arsalan. He cried out in pain.

As Song rolled to her feet, she saw her energy pistol in the sand a few meters away. She dove, grabbed the weapon, and fired.

The blast caught the monster in the eye. Its mouth opened as it growled. Arsalan fell from its jaws, and Jasmina rushed to his side. The leviathan pulled back.

Song charged. She dropped the gun, drew her knife, and leaped for the beast’s throat.

The golden blade pierced the scales below the head. The creature reeled back. Song threw her free arm and legs around it, allowing herself to slide down. She dragged the dagger along its most vulnerable point. Blood oozed from the wound. The monster thrashed, then fell forward. Song’s legs pushed against it at the last moment, thrusting her body away.

The leviathan crashed into the surf, most of its body hidden beneath the bloodstained water.

Song eyed the monster, her muscles tensed and ready, waiting for a sign of life. She saw none.

A cry from Daria turned Song’s head. The little girl and her mother knelt next to Arsalan, his clothes soaked with salt water and blood. Song rushed to them and fell to her knees beside Jasmina. “You can heal him, right?”

A tear striped Jasmina’s cheek, washing a line in the sand on her face. She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Too much . . . please . . . no . . .”

Arsalan struggled for breath. His wife clutched his right hand with both of hers. He held his daughter in his left arm.

Song leaned over him. “Why did you do that for me?”

Arsalan coughed. Blood and water spurted from his mouth. “Not for you . . . for them . . . so you would see . . . there can be something more.”

Song’s lip quivered. A lump formed in her throat. She stood over the man who had saved her life and bowed deeply.
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The smoke from the funeral pyre lifted into the night sky, fading into the distant stars. The Isari villagers formed a silent circle around the fire, watching as the flames claimed the body of their leader.

Song observed the funeral from a hill a short distance away, just close enough to hear the proceedings. She could not understand the language, but the tone of the words revealed their meaning.

An older man named Farzan lifted his voice over the scene. The eulogy alternated between solemn and vibrant. Some of the Isari outcasts wore smiles even as tears streamed down their faces. Jasmina remained composed as she held Daria to her, her eyes fixed on the fire.

Farzan increased his volume as he raised his hands to the sky. A few others did the same, crying out with sounds Song doubted were actual words, but more like emotions given voice. Families huddled close together. Villagers held each other and wept. She had never witnessed anything like it.

Song stood and gazed at the pyre long after the flames had died away and the people had returned to their homes. She tried to see how long she could follow the smoke into the stars before she lost sight of it. It was pointless, but it brought a welcomed calm over her soul, an escape for her mind.

“I was a friend of his father.”

Song spun to see Farzan standing next to her. How long had he been there? Nobody had ever succeeded in sneaking up on her.

Song eyed the smoldering ashes of the funeral pyre. “You speak my language as well.”

“I do. It was a part of my friendship with Arsalan’s father. His name was Rahim. We shared a curiosity about the other races that was unique among the Isari.”

Song grimaced. “I’m surprised. I would’ve assumed that all serpents learn everything they can about their enemies. Maybe your race isn’t so cunning after all.”

Farzan let out a soft chuckle. “Oh, I assure you that they’re gathering as much information as they can on your people, priestess. The difference I speak of is the genuine nature of that curiosity, the spirit behind it. But I think you already know that.”

Arsalan’s words of peace filled Song’s mind, paired with the unyielding expression of hope and belief he had worn on his face. Even while dying, he had pleaded for her to join them, to reject the War of the Creators. Why?

“That creature . . . the leviathan . . . what exactly was it?”

Farzan’s smile disappeared. “We did not believe the legends. At least, I never did. Now it is undeniable.” He looked to the distance as if he could see past the mountains. “The leviathans lurk in the waters of Avan, guardians which were placed here by Cyra herself during the time of creation.”

“Are you telling me your people have never seen these monsters before?”

Farzan shook his head. “It is in keeping with the legend, I’m afraid. They are mystical beings, the leviathans, connected to the homeworld and its moons in ways we cannot fully comprehend. It is said that the leviathans hide in the depths of the sea until an enemy of Cyra sets foot on Isari land. That has never happened . . . until now.”

A chill ran down Song’s spine. “It came for me.”

“Yes, I believe that is true.”

“And there are more?” Song did not fear death, but she had barely managed to defeat one leviathan on her own. The villagers had fought with courage, but they were not soldiers. If two leviathans attacked at the same time, they would all surely die.

Farzan cleared his throat. “We must assume the legend is entirely true. So, yes, there are many more.”

“Then I cannot stay.” Why had she lingered anyway? Her Talon sat waiting in a nearby hangar. She had her armor and had recovered both pistols from the sea. Why had she stayed for Arsalan’s funeral?

Farzan placed his hand on her shoulder. “It is only right that you should know what danger your staying might bring, Song, but we will never ask you to leave.”

Her shoulder tensed at his touch. Song fought back the instinct to seize his arm, flip him over her body, and end his life with a kiss of her dagger. “You would willingly keep your people in danger?”

Farzan lifted his hand from her shoulder and gestured to the village surrounding them. “This is not about avoiding danger. We know that we must fight, and many of us will die. A war fought for peace is a war nonetheless. Arsalan knew that.”

The last embers of the funeral pyre had burned out, the final smoke wafting to the heavens. Song followed it with her eyes. “How long do we have until more leviathans come?”

“No way to know,” Farzan said. “The legend says they will not stop until the enemy has been removed from the land or killed. I’m ordering lookouts to be stationed on the mountaintops with our best surveillance equipment. They should be able to give us a bit of warning before the next leviathans arrive, though it will not be much more than a few minutes.”

Song kept her eyes to the sky. She had long since lost sight of the smoke and now stared into the cosmos. Somewhere up there, in the vastness of space, the Rojin awaited her return, and Lila as well.

“Tell your mechanic to prepare my ship,” Song said. “I’m leaving.”
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Song surveyed the indicators on her Talon’s HUD as she cleared the moon’s atmosphere. The Isari mechanic had done a remarkable job on the repairs. Her shields read at 100 percent. Not that she needed them as her Talon carried her away from Avan. As Farzan had promised, the modifications to her ship included a type of beacon that prevented the unmanned fighter drones from attacking as she left.

“Prepare hyperdrive. Destination: Dalara.”

Though she couldn’t know for sure, Song assumed that the attack on Evstrion had been aborted with the failure of her mission. She would probably find the Rojin in the space near Dalara. If not, the Rodraku no doubt still held the planet. It would be a safe place to land, debrief, and locate the rest of the Jinsai.

The HUD beeped a confirmation. The hyperdrive was ready. Cold tendrils snaked throughout her as she prepared to jump into hyperspace. The feeling struck her as peculiar. Shouldn’t she be pleased about returning to her order?

“What if there is something more powerful than the creators?”

The argument with Arsalan haunted the depths of her consciousness. No matter how much she attempted to avoid it, his voice called out to her from the fringes of her mind.

“Something drawing us all together, some type of power that is greater than all of them combined.”

The Talon’s HUD blinked the readiness of the hyperdrive. She saw Arsalan again, throwing his body between the leviathan and his daughter, hurtling into Song to save her life. He had a code as well, she realized, with a conviction that rivaled her own.

Song scolded herself. Even the contemplation of it meant a betrayal of her creator and her people.

“All enemies of the Dragon are . . .”

Song closed her eyes and saw Arsalan, Jasmina, and Daria. She saw Farzan telling her that his people would never ask her to leave. She saw the mechanic’s face light up with pride over his work on her ship and armor. She had never learned his name, and in all likelihood, he would die before she got the chance.

“. . . a stain on the universe.” It felt less like a prayer and more like a chain around her neck, or a weight she could never unload. Her heart sank.

“Engage hyperdrive.”

Her Talon whirred in response. Song breathed, braced her knees, and prepared for the jolt.
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Song needed two hyperspace jumps to find the Rojin. She reached Dalara as planned after the first jump but learned that the Rodraku battle cruiser had been rerouted to the space between the minor planet and Kyrdraku to protect a supply convoy. A Rodraku communications officer stationed on Dalara confirmed that the Jinsai were still aboard and uploaded new coordinates to Song’s Talon.

When Song exited hyperspace after her second jump, the Rojin appeared in front of her. The battle cruiser with the shape of a massive dragon dominated the radar on her HUD.

“Activate beacon.”

The HUD blinked a confirmation.

The face of a Rodraku officer appeared on her screen. “Identify yourself.”

Despite the Isari modifications, the Rodraku would recognize one of their own ships. She needed to say only two words. “Song. Jinsai.”

The Rodraku officer nodded. “Welcome back, warrior priestess.”

Less than an hour later, Song sat in the war room, surrounded by her fellow Jinsai. She had deposited her energy pistols in the secured compartment in her quarters but still wore the armor that had been modified with the Isari materials. It made her more than a little uneasy in front of the other priestesses.

Three chairs sat empty for Eiko, Olina, and Itiya. By now, Hakima would have reviewed the logs from Song’s Talon. No doubt the commander knew everything that happened in the failed mission. Still, Song recounted her failure and shared the last moments of the Jinsai who had died as heroes during the mission.

When she finished, Hakima allowed a moment of silence to settle over the room. “Even against overwhelming odds, they did not surrender. They gave their lives for the glory of Shardraku. They obeyed their code. Their courage will not be forgotten. We will honor them with victory.”

Lila regarded Song from her seat across the room. “And you, sister, how did you escape?”

Song’s lips tightened. She paused to clear her throat. “There are people on that moon . . . outcasts, exiled by their own race because they stand against the war. They repaired my ship and my armor, then allowed me to leave.”

Hakima’s eyes narrowed. “Your Talon’s logs show that the Isari fighters protecting the moon are unmanned drones scanning for alien materials and frequencies. Why did they not attack you as you left?”

“Commander, no doubt you saw the differences in my ship. The Isari technology prevented the drones from engaging me.”

Lila scoffed. “A contamination of Rodraku metals. A disgrace.”

“Yes.” Song nodded. “I will require a new ship and armor. From what I could tell, the enemy materials bonded with the original metals on a molecular level. I doubt they can be removed. It should all be destroyed.”

Hakima held up a finger. “Maybe, but perhaps our creator has given us an opportunity.”

Lila’s voice cut sharp. “The blood of the Dragon is sacred and shall not be diluted. To pervert the Dragon’s blood with the blood of an enemy is blasphemy.”

Hakima maintained her poise. “I am not suggesting otherwise, young warrior, but we are speaking of metal, not blood. Remember the first principle of our code. We have a mission, and that mission must be accomplished.”

Mai brushed her white hair behind her ear. “What is our mission, Commander?”

Hakima frowned. “You need to ask? We are to destroy the communications relay tower and the Isari inhabiting the moon.”

Song’s chest tightened. “But why? Commander, the mission failed. The destruction of the tower is meaningless now.”

“The Jinsai do not fail,” Hakima said curtly. “Our mission was compromised, we suspect by an Isari spy. Because of that, none of you are to speak of this to anyone. Still, their efforts have been in vain. An objective was given and the Jinsai will succeed. With the modifications to Song’s Talon, we can get past their defenses and crush the outcasts inhabiting the moon.”

Mai spoke hesitantly. “Apologies, Commander, but why risk another—”

Song stood up. “Commander, these people are peaceful. They pose no threat. This mission means nothing.”

“Our code demands that we achieve our objective,” Hakima said with a stony expression.

Song paused. If only she could make them understand. “Commander, I beg you to reconsider.”

They stared at each other. Then Hakima drew a breath. “It is true, then. I had hoped the rumors of your heresy were unfounded, Song. Shardraku has opened my eyes. I see what must be done.” Hakima touched her fingers to a communicator on her shoulder. “Send them in.”

The door opened, and four Rodraku guards marched into the room. Three carried energy weapons. The fourth held a pair of handcuffs.

Hakima pointed at Song. “Take her to the cell.”

Song’s arms twitched at the touch of the Rodraku guard fastening the handcuffs. She could have killed all four guards before the first one’s body hit the deck, but the Jinsai surrounded her, including Lila. “Commander, you are making a mistake.”

Hakima stood unmoving. “I take no pleasure in your decisions, but the code must be honored. If not for your exemplary service record, you would be dead already. The emperor will decide your fate. Guards, take her away.”

Song cast a desperate look at her sister as the guards led her away. Lila smiled.
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Fallon’s father growled as he stormed around the dark room. She had never seen the holograms display so much emotion. If not for the silent falls of her father’s stomping feet, she might have forgotten that he wasn’t there in real life. Her eyes welled up, but she would not allow a tear to fall.

Seran halted abruptly and looked at her. “And you’re certain of this?”

Fallon took a moment to compose herself. “My Ghost on Avan has no reason to lie. Arsalan is dead, and it’s my fault.”

Her knees felt weak. For the first time, she wished she had a chair of her own in the room.

“How is this your fault?” Queen Feray was calmer than her son. As usual, Fallon’s grandmother remained seated, even with the news of her grandchild’s death. She had never known Arsalan, at least not during her natural life, having died decades before his birth. She knew him only in the same way that she knew Fallon—through information fed into her program.

“The Jinsai—the Rodraku warrior priestess called Song,” Fallon said, “she would not have been there had I not orchestrated the assault on Avan. Had that not happened, the leviathan wouldn’t have attacked.” She took a steadying breath. “Did any of you know about the leviathans on Avan?”

King Azam shook his head. “An old legend, one most Isari assumed was dreamed up by the religious zealots during the early times, before the Findings. I can’t say that I had forgotten about the legend. With this technology, I don’t believe I’ll forget anything ever again, but I haven’t thought about it since I was a child.”

“It makes no difference.” A great sadness pulled on Fallon’s heart. “He’s dead because of me.”

Fallon had only been eight when Ahriman exiled Arsalan and his followers to Avan, but she remembered the way Arsalan had spent time with her when King Seran was away. Arsalan and Fallon had gone on expeditions together, exploring abandoned ancient Isari worship temples or venturing into the nearby swamplands that were full of interesting plants and animals. Arsalan could name every living thing they saw and would tell Fallon all he knew about them. He always encouraged her curiosity, her sense of wonder.

“No,” her father said. “You can’t bring this on yourself. Ahriman had no right to exile Arsalan in the first place. Your cousin was of royal blood, a favored son of House Demir. I didn’t agree with my nephew’s politics, as I never agreed with his father’s, but he was family. He belonged here.” His eyes were like stone. “The responsibility for Arsalan’s death lies with Ahriman.”

Relief washed over Fallon’s soul. The absolution of her sins in the eyes of her father meant everything to her. And with that guilt set aside, a new feeling grew like a fire within. “Then House Demir will have its revenge.”
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“C’mon, have one drink with me!” The Isari fighter pilot leaned in as Fallon passed by so that she could hear him over the constant thump of the music and the noise of the bar. His breath carried a thick scent of liquor. “This could be my last night on Isarion. I’m back on duty tomorrow, flying out to Evstrion.”

Fallon smiled through the holomask, nodding her head to the beat of the song. Under different circumstances, she might have enjoyed the music and the company of a dashing young pilot. But not tonight. The joy, the wonder she had found so many nights before, when in escape and celebration she had moved her disguised body to the unending rhythms and flashing lights—those were things of the past, pleasures to be sacrificed for the greater good.

Tonight, Fallon had another objective. “No drinks for me, but thank you.”

The pilot contorted his face. “No drinks? Why would somebody as beautiful as you come to a place like this, dressed like that, and not have a few drinks?”

“I like the music.” Fallon winked and went on. His attention meant nothing. Her mark would be here somewhere, though—the man who called himself the Dream Weaver.

Fallon had encountered him at various dance clubs around Zorion. He was good-looking, at least in the objective sense—tall with long, dark hair and piercing blue eyes—though Fallon preferred intelligence, ambition, and power to slick outfits and contrived pickup lines from pretty faces.

Fallon caught her reflection in the mirror on her left. She saw an innocent face wearing a bit too much makeup, an outfit that sparkled with various colors, and a small, matching purse attached to her wrist. She couldn’t help but be pleased with the naïve character she had created. The Dream Weaver wouldn’t be able to resist.

She made her way into the thick crowd on the dance floor, lifting her hands in the air and twirling in rhythm with the beat. The other dancers all moved in near unison with simple, repetitive motions.

Nearby, a girl on the dance floor placed a tiny square to her lips. Fallon recognized the box immediately as the Dream Weaver’s product. Venom. The girl inhaled the drug and allowed the box to fall from her fingers. Her eyes rolled back as she lifted her chin and thrust out her arms.

Fallon couldn’t help but remember the celebration at the palace, that gathering of the wealthy to congratulate themselves on a victory they hadn’t earned, to convince themselves they were winning the war.

But among the young, the disenfranchised, the forgotten—this was where people came to forget, to numb the pain of a cruel creator and a harsh reality. On some nights, their selfishness disgusted Fallon. Other nights, she envied them.

“What do you dream about?” The familiar voice came from behind Fallon, speaking into her ear.

Without missing a beat, Fallon turned and put her fingers on the back of his head as she continued to dance. She brought his face close to her neck with a slight tug so he could breathe in her perfume, a fragrance she had selected for this exact moment.

Fallon ran her hands down both sides of his chest. She recognized the bulges in his jacket pockets. He was well stocked with venom. Good. She would need it all.

“Why do you want to know what I dream about?”

“Because I’m the Dream Weaver.” He pulled away a little to show her his smile.

It took all of Fallon’s willpower not to laugh in his face, but she held character. Even with her charms, this would be a difficult task. “I dream about touching the stars.”

He nodded, not even bothering to check his surroundings when he reached into his jacket pocket. He drew out a small venom box. “Well then, this is your rocket ship.”

Fallon placed her hand on his, caressing both his fingers and the venom box. “I think I’m going to need a little more than that.”

The Dream Weaver cocked his head. “How much more?”

“I want to fly to the heavens and forget who I am. I want to believe that I’m . . .” Fallon looked to the ceiling and then gave him a brilliant smile. “. . . an angel!”

“This will get you th—”

Fallon pressed her cheek against his and whispered in his ear, “I’m going to need it all.”

The Dream Weaver drew away a little, his eyes darting from side to side. He had the look of an animal caught in a trap. “All? I don’t think so.”

The music changed, a new song with a more aggressive beat. The low end pounded through Fallon’s body. She moved closer to the Dream Weaver. “Oh, I can handle it.”

His eyes betrayed weakness. His right hand made the slightest gesture toward his jacket pocket, then stopped. A quick shake of his head, like waking from a trance. He wheeled around and strode off the dance floor, pushing people out of his way. The dancers didn’t seem to notice that he had almost knocked them off their feet.

Her pulse quickened. She couldn’t let him get away. Her plan required the venom. She didn’t have time to create the drug herself—the process took months, and she couldn’t risk having the ingredients traced back to her. She could try another club, another dealer, but the more she moved around, the higher her risk of being noticed by Ahriman’s spies.

It had to be here. It had to be now.

Fallon followed the Dream Weaver off the dance floor. She caught up with him as he turned into the dark hallway leading to the restrooms. “Hey!”

He spun around, and before he could react, Fallon gripped his jacket with both of her hands, pulled him close, and kissed him. His eyes went wide with surprise.

It was a different sort of kiss than the one she had shared with Shahin, feeling emptier in a way that perplexed her.

Their lips parted, and immediately the Dream Weaver started slipping away. His eyes glazed over. “Your lips . . . what did you do to . . .” His speech faded as he drifted into unconsciousness, collapsing into the wall.

Fallon made quick work of pulling the venom supply from his jacket and stashing it in her purse. She hurried back down the hallway, stopping only once to look back at the Dream Weaver, who was stretched out on the floor. Depending on his health and body chemistry, he would either wake in a few hours with a terrible headache and no memory of Fallon, or he wouldn’t wake at all.
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“As if I even wanted to be the chieftain of the Last Men,” Valik said to Odd as they reached the edge of Skjaldborg Forest, both with axes resting on their shoulders. Odd had woken Valik early this morning to chop firewood, ending a night of bad sleep and worse dreams. Valik had taken the opportunity of the walk to tell Odd about his argument with Rolf. Despite his quirks, Odd was always a good listener.

Sagr padded alongside them as they crossed the tree line, then the wolf dashed off into the woods, doubtless to find his breakfast.

Odd was shirtless this morning despite the cold, dreary weather. His white skin matched the falling snow around him, though a complex network of tattooed shapes and lines ran along his muscular torso, down each arm, and over his face. Odd could never rival the other Last Men in height or brawn, but he kept himself in peak physical condition.

He regarded Valik with a short look that let him know he was listening, even if he didn’t respond. He did this often, and Valik frequently wondered how much Odd understood about their clan. As best they could tell, Odd had difficulty creating new memories, and knew nothing of his life before they found him. The clan’s shaman had tried a number of healing incantations and potions to no avail.

Soon, Odd and Valik selected their first target—a tall, thin tree that would provide the most wood with the least effort. Valik gripped his axe with both hands. It felt nothing like his battle-axe—the weight was different and the handle crude. This blade had been created from materials mined from the Red Mountains and dulled by thousands of strikes against tree trunks.

Still, Valik enjoyed chopping wood. Odd leaned against another tree and gazed into the distance as Valik took his first few whacks. Clumps of snow fell from the branches as the tree shook against his strikes.

Valik’s mind wandered as he settled into his work. He thought first of Rolf’s words the night before, words that had survived Valik’s best attempts to drown them in mead. As she always did, Lara moved to the forefront of his thoughts and refused to leave.

A sizable gash was forming in the side of the tree, but Valik could see dark clouds in the distance. It never seemed to stop snowing in Heimsgar, though certain storms were worse than others. The tree would fall soon enough. Valik decided to take a few more strokes, then allow Odd to finish the job. They could have it down and be eating a late breakfast in the mead hall before the storm arrived. Valik would send some of the younger warriors-in-training out later to drag the felled tree back to the village.

But as Valik drew back his axe for another swing, the tree shook again, as if it were shuddering in anticipation of the blow. More clumps of snow fell from the surrounding branches. A crackling sound emerged in the distance, as if coming from the other side of Skjaldborg Forest.

Odd stood at attention, swiveling his head from one side to the other. The crackling grew into loud snapping sounds. The ground rumbled, and Valik’s eyes went back to the sky.

The oncoming clouds, he realized, weren’t storm clouds, but a thick haze of smoke.

“Blackbloods.” Valik faced the direction of the sound but could only see trees and the falling snow.

“Many,” Odd said. “Coming fast.”

“Sagr!” Valik yelled.

The wolf emerged from the trees and ran to Valik’s side. The animal’s fur stood on end.

“We have to get back to Heimsgar,” Valik said shortly. “Now.”
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Dag rushed up to Valik and Odd the moment they entered Heimsgar through the outer gate, which closed behind them. Ahead, people poured out of the old city into the space between the walls. The rumbling of the ground grew stronger.

Sweat glistened on Dag’s face. He struggled for breath. “Valik . . . there are so many . . . machines like I’ve never seen. . . moving fast. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know if we can—”

“Dag, slow down.” Valik grasped the young man’s shoulders. “How long until they come around Skjaldborg?”

“They’re not coming around the forest.” Dag panted the words. “They’re coming through it! I saw it from the tower. The blackbloods are rolling over the trees like they aren’t even there!”

“Tyr help us.” Valik released Dag with a deep sense of dread. He should have known this was coming. Lara had warned them after the last battle.

“Valik, I don’t know what to do.” Panic seeped into the archer’s voice. “Tell me what to do.”

Valik scanned the area. Some of the clansmen were already clad in their battle armor, weapons in hand. “Where’s Halvor?”

“I don’t know. I can’t find him anywhere. I—”

“Dag,” Valik interrupted. “Find Elise. Tell her to gather the children, the elders, anyone who can’t fight. Tell them to get what supplies they can and head for the Valley of the Spirit. Then grab your bow and get to your post.”

A massive energy blast hit the craggy foothills on the western side of Heimsgar, followed by a high-pitched ring that wouldn’t stop. Rocks tumbled down the hills and crashed into the outer wall. Dust filled the air, mixing with the snow falling from the darkened sky. The war machines had started their attack.

Dag sprinted off into the crowd. Valik considered running to his hut to gather his armor and weapons, but he didn’t know if he’d have time.

Another explosion pounded the outer wall. Archers along the battlements fired back at the enemy. Energy blasts ripped through two archers’ bodies as Valik watched. One crumpled in a heap, the other teetered for a moment, then fell over the front of the wall.

Valik pushed his way through the crowd at the inner gate and took off for his hut. Upon reaching it, he burst through the door and retrieved his armor.

“Valik!”

He turned to see Lara standing in the doorway, dressed for battle. His heart leapt.

“Quick!” Valik urged. “Help me with my armor!”

After she deftly tightened the android metals against his torso, Valik grabbed his axe and sword. They ran out the door where Lara had two armored lorec waiting. Valik and Lara mounted the animals, then swiftly rode off toward the inner gate.

Clouds of dust and smoke mixed with heavy snowfall. Shouts filled the frigid air. As Valik and Lara entered the courtyard between the walls, they saw Rolf rallying a group of mounted fighters at the outer gate. Along the top of the outer wall, warriors loaded and fired the mounted ballistae as fast as they could.

“They’ll be through the wall any moment!” Rolf yelled over the noise. “If our people are to have a chance, we have to hold them off as long as we can.”

The sound of an explosion jerked Valik’s head up. A ball of fire struck high on the mountainside at the rear left of the outer wall.

“Tyr’s fang!” Valik exclaimed, pointing at the mountain. “They’re using their sky fighters!”

The look in Lara’s eyes said it all. The Magni could not win this battle.

Another explosion. A large chunk of the outer wall broke apart and crumbled, hunks of stone crushing a nearby hut.

Rolf lifted his shield into the air and pointed it toward the outer gate. “We are the stone!” His words were almost lost amidst the screams.

The Clan of the Last Men shouted in unison. “We are the st—”

The wooden gate splintered into a million pieces with a deafening boom. Valik raised an arm to cover his eyes. Slivers of wood whipped through the air, carving into his skin.

The machines breached the wall.

The mounted warriors rushed forward to meet their machine enemy, and Valik prodded his lorec. The beast snarled and charged.

The Magni crowded the outer gate, fighting to keep the war machines out. From his position about halfway back in the crowd, Valik lost sight of Rolf and the others at the front. Energy blasts lit up the sky. The vigor he normally felt before battle was stolen away by dread. He had never seen anything like it.

The Magni lines faltered. The blackbloods pushed forward. From his mounted position, Valik saw the war machines amassing outside the gate as his clansmen’s lines broke apart. The standard soldier androids pushed in first. Machines fell with every swing of a Magni blade, but more kept coming.

A blast of energy hit Valik’s chest plate, and he flew off his lorec. The sky and the ground twirled in his vision as he crashed into the snow. He rolled to a knee in time to see his lorec bolt into the fray and tear the head from an android with its teeth.

The axe and sword lay on the ground before him. Valik picked up the weapons and ran toward the fight.

The androids poured through the outer gate like a metallic storm, millions of red eyes glowing in the dust and dirty snow. Lara fought on Valik’s left, still mounted on her lorec. She screamed with a ferocity that rivaled the Wolf Creator as she destroyed one android after another.

Valik leaped toward the group of machines nearest him. He brought his weapons down upon the skulls of two blackbloods. As they crumpled to the ground, more machines marched forward.

Valik used his blades to block a series of energy blasts, then sank his sword into one android and severed the head of another with his axe. A bolt of pain ripped into his side—another hit from enemy fire. He gritted his teeth and charged again toward the enemy.

A red orb tore through the sky and slammed into the northwest guard tower—another android sky fighter. The ship exploded, spilling machines and Magni bodies from the flaming wreckage.

To Valik’s right, Wartooth thundered forward on his rathmaron. His face covered in blood, the warrior held his battle-axe with both hands. He smashed into the androids like a living ramrod. His beast roared as it ripped into a war machine with the largest of its horns. A black mist sprayed from the android, and the rathmaron cast it aside. Energy blasts from several directions pummeled Wartooth’s armor, but he surged ahead, cutting down machines with every swipe.

Valik, Lara, and Wartooth continued to fight together against the never-ending wave of blackbloods. Any semblance of battle lines had long since vanished. The machines surrounded them, and in every direction, Magni warriors fell.

Another explosion dislodged a chunk of stone from the outer wall, which crashed onto the battlefield like a hammer from angry gods. Valik could hardly tell the snow from the blood, debris, and shrapnel that filled the air.

“Can’t hold much longer!” Valik yelled at Lara over the noise. The remnants of the outer wall got further and further away. The Magni had given more ground than Valik had realized, desperately fighting to keep themselves between the machines and the inner wall.

“Keep fighting!” Lara yelled back. “We need every second!”

Valik thrust his sword into another android. His shoulder caught a glancing blow from the machine’s energy rifle. He didn’t feel pain anymore. He fought on adrenaline alone. Any thoughts of victory were gone, survival impossible, but he would not run away while others died.

“Keep them back!” The command came from behind him.

Valik checked over his shoulder. Through the inner gate, he saw Magni warriors—Halvor among them—pulling stones out of the trebuchet’s counterweight. Odd hurried toward them, pushing a wheelbarrow filled with large sacks. What are they doing?

“Hold them off!” Halvor shouted as Odd loaded the first sack onto the trebuchet. “Archers, ready!”

Valik turned toward the enemy. The energy ignited in his body like never before, as if a living fire coursed through his veins. He felt stronger, faster, fiercer. He lunged forward, threw his shoulder into an android to knock it off-balance, and brought his axe down into its chest. He tried to jerk the weapon free, but the blade was stuck in the machine.

“Release!” Halvor yelled above the chaos.

The trebuchets launched. Sacks hurtled over the inner wall and vanished into the fog of the battle. A rush of flaming arrows followed, carving countless streaks of fire across the sky, like shooting stars hurtling toward the planet.

Heimsgar seemed to fall silent. Valik heard only his own breath. The cold wind carried the scent of fire. He glanced at Lara beside him, her face cut and bleeding, fearlessness in her eyes. She looked back at him.

Explosions thundered across the battlefield. The sound of it pounded Valik in the chest as the ground quaked. Androids tumbled and fell, but Valik held his footing. Chunks of rock rained down on him, followed by a hot cloud of dust.

A wave of fire swept across the battlefield with heat so intense that Valik thought his skin would scorch. He backpedaled on instinct as the fire climbed high into the sky, consuming the frigid air. Warriors screamed as their bodies burned.

“That won’t stop them for long!” Halvor called out. “Get through the inner gate! We must retreat!”

“Lara!” Valik shouted.

She appeared in the smoke, running at full speed. They rushed through the gate with several other Magni warriors and lorec, the cloud of dust and fire close behind them.

“Shut the gate!” Halvor yelled.

Valik took a last look behind him before the gate closed. Through the dust and snow, one Magni warrior stumbled toward the inner wall.

Rolf.

“Wait!” Valik raced back across the threshold. When he reached Rolf, the former chieftain collapsed in Valik’s arms. Ash and blood covered his body.

“Run, Valik,” Rolf breathed. “They’re coming.”

“I’m not leaving you here.” Valik threw Rolf over his shoulder and charged back through the inner gate seconds before the Magni pulled it shut. Lara waited atop a lorec with another saddled and ready for Valik.

They secured Rolf on one of the lorec and shared the saddle on the other. They rode off toward the mountains at the rear of Heimsgar, toward the Valley of the Spirit.
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The smell of death followed the Magni from the massacre at Heimsgar through the long, hidden mountain pass that fed into the Valley of the Spirit. The Clan of the Last Men moved quickly, the shamans leading the way. Statues of great Magni heroes and creatures of legend guarded the path to Gunmir’s most precious secret, but Valik paid them little attention.

The stench grew much stronger by the time they reached the old camp at the end of the pass, where the mountains opened into the Valley. Valik had never been there before. The elders always called the Valley a wellspring of creation, the place where Tyr had first breathed life into the Magni race.

So far, Valik had only seen death.

Valik lifted Rolf off the lorec and rushed him into the long, wooden hall where the healers were treating the wounded. Frantic bodies and desperate cries for help filled the room. Valik laid Rolf on an open table and gripped his hand. “Somebody help him!”

He had grasped the former chieftain’s hand like this many times before, in tests of strength that invariably ended with Valik getting his pride fractured. But though Rolf had the fierce grip of a man clinging to life, his muscles had weakened. Blood spurted from the hole in his gut.

“Help him, please!” Valik shouted.

The screams and groans of wounded fighters swallowed the sound of his voice. The few shamans rushed between the warriors, trying desperately to help whom they could. Many were far beyond even the mystical healing arts of the men and women who had spent their lives harnessing powers that Tyr had placed in the planet.

Elise hurried through the fray to Rolf’s side, her pretty, young face smeared with red. She would soon be a shaman, but there was no magic to be used now. Rolf growled like a beast as she dug her fingers into the wound. His entire body seized. Elise removed her fingers and produced a bandage from her shoulder bag.

“He’s bleeding internally.” Elise applied the bandage to Rolf’s stomach. “I can slow it down, but he’s lost too much blood. I can’t stop it.”

“You have to try!” Valik turned desperate eyes to her. “Please.”

Elise hesitated. Valik could see her weighing the options in her mind.

“Elise,” Valik begged, “for the love of Tyr, he’s our chieftain. You have to—”

“I’m not . . .” Rolf hacked. “Go on, Elise. Help someone else.”

“Are you certain?” Elise’s face flushed with adoration for the dying man.

Rolf nodded with great effort.

Elise brushed a bloody wisp of hair from his forehead, smiled tenderly at him, then bustled away.

“No!” Valik called after her. “Elise, come back!”

“Shut up, you blasted fool.” Rolf coughed hard. This time, bright-red blood frothed from his mouth. “You can’t stop the snow from falling.”

“You’re not dying,” Valik said loudly. “You’re too stubborn. When Gunmir slams into the other planets and obliterates them, you’ll be standing atop the Red Mountains waving your sword at our enemies.”

Rolf managed a weak laugh. “Valik, bring my wife to me.”

Finding Asta took Valik several minutes. Upon returning to Rolf’s side, Valik feared they were too late. The old man lay still on the makeshift wooden bed. Asta took her husband’s hand, and Rolf lifted his head. A bit of color returned to his face. “Asta,” Rolf said.

Valik started to leave, to allow them privacy in Rolf’s final moments.

“Valik . . .” Rolf lifted a hand. “Stay . . . I want you to hear this.”

Valik hesitated. “Wouldn’t you rather be alone with your wife?”

Asta and Rolf smiled at each other. “This is the greatest gift I can give you,” Rolf told Valik. “Now stay . . . and listen.”

“My love.” Asta ran her fingers over her husband’s forehead. The glistening in her eyes somehow brought glory to the moment. A kind of magic sparkled behind the tears, a love Valik had never seen.

“Your love has made my life worth living”—Rolf tried to lift a hand to her face—“and every battle worth fighting. No one will ever know how much you have meant to me. You are the greatest partner I could have ever had, the greatest friend, and the greatest love.”

Asta whispered something into her husband’s ear, something Valik couldn’t hear, but whatever she said made Rolf’s smile deepen, his face brighten from the inside out. The sight took hold of Valik and would not let go. He stood and watched as Rolf resisted the darkness, fighting to keep his eyes open as long as possible so that he could gaze upon his wife.

There was a hitch of breath. His words became faint. “I love you.” Rolf’s eyes fell closed, and he was gone.

Asta reached a hand to her husband’s face and stroked it gently. She ran her fingers over Rolf’s eyes, closing them for the last time. She kissed his forehead and whispered, “I love you too.”
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The wind howled as storm clouds swirled over the Valley of the Spirit, the work of the Guardians who lived somewhere in the lush, green forest nestled between the towering mountains.

Valik stood on the deck of the wooden hut, taking in the view as the cold air nipped his face. He wondered if the storm mages were even aware of his clan’s presence. The last time the Guardians had visited the Clan of the Last Men, Lara’s ancestor, Ylva the Beautiful, wore Tyr’s medallion. Both the Veor and the Yoa—the master and the student—had come to speak with Ylva in private, and though no one knew what they had discussed during their visit, their presence alone had sparked enough wonder to preserve the story forever. The mages had no power outside the Valley, and the legends maintained that the Veor and the Yoa never left the Valley at the same time, except in the most important of circumstances.

Deep down, Valik knew the harsh weather resulted from the Guardians casting spells for the protection of Gunmir’s most sacred ground. But for the moment, he let himself believe that the planet itself seethed and wept over the death of its greatest warrior. Chieftain or not, the Last Men were lost without Rolf.

At some point, while Valik stared into the distance, Sagr came to his side. The wolf didn’t nuzzle into him, as many of the other creatures did to the Magni with whom they had bonded. But Sagr sat close, and Valik could swear he recognized a stoic reverence in the animal’s expression.

A hand touched his shoulder. “He was a fine warrior, Valik.”

Halvor.

Valik spun and thrust the chieftain’s hand away. He gripped Halvor’s tunic with both fists and shoved him into the wall of the hut.

Halvor’s eyes went wide. The medallion bounced against his chest. “What in the name of the creator—”

“It’s your fault.” Valik pressed Halvor to the wall again. “You fool! His death is your fault.”

“Valik, I don’t know what—”

“The scouts. Lara warned you, and you ignored her. They knew where to find us. You let them come right to our door, and you weren’t ready to fight when they got there. And who was at the gate to meet our enemy? Our real chieftain. Not the man who stood back tossing exploding sacks like a coward!”

Halvor’s mighty arms hit Valik’s chest and sent him reeling back. “Who do you think had Odd stockpiling fire dust in the first place? Rolf knew it could come to this. He knew what we might have to do. I slowed them down and saved our people. If I hadn’t done that, we’d all have been massacred and the blackbloods would be in the Valley already.”

Valik balled his fists. “It never should have come to that. You failed us, Halvor! You’re not fit to lead.”

Sagr let out a low growl, fur standing on end.

A handful of Magni wandered out of the hut and onto the deck. Halvor seized the medallion dangling from his neck and thrust it before Valik. “You want this, Valik? Do you have the courage now to challenge for the right of chieftain? Say the word, warrior, and we can have your melee right here. Tyr knows this isn’t what I wanted.”

Valik’s breath came fast and heavy. “Then why did you challenge Rolf?”

“Because you were too afraid!” Halvor’s voice boomed. “Everyone, all of us, knew that you were meant to be the next chieftain, but you would never take it. For years we waited, and still you held off.” Halvor gestured to the people gathered behind him. “Most said that you delayed your challenge because of your love for Rolf, but that wasn’t it at all, was it?”

An uncontrollable shaking spread across Valik’s body. Anger? He hoped so, but deep down, he knew it was something else.

“You were too—” Halvor seemed ready to tear Valik apart, but then suddenly he stopped, and his expression changed. He exhaled. “I took the medallion because I was strong enough to take it, because that’s our way, because I had the courage to lead. Any man or woman here would have done the same. But would you?”

A gust of freezing air blew across the Valley and onto the deck. Valik’s tension eased, but the inner shaking did not. Sagr settled down, though he stayed at Valik’s side.

“It doesn’t matter,” Valik responded. “The blackbloods will find us within a few days. We can’t stop them now.” He turned and headed toward the side of the terrace. The stone steps that the ancient Magni had built into the side of this mountain weren’t far away.

“Where are you going?” Halvor called.

Valik didn’t stop. Sagr trotted along next to him. “I’ve never seen the Valley of the Spirit,” Valik called back over his shoulder. “I’m going to go take a look around. You know, enjoy the wonder of Tyr’s magnificent creation before the whole blasted thing is destroyed.”

The Valley lay before him, a thick stretch of forest surrounded by snow-covered mountains. A river snaked through the center of it, splitting off here and there into smaller streams that joined back together a little farther on.

The legends held that the Valley stayed warm at all times. Though Valik never believed that, it would be nice to find out before he died.

A clamor of voices rose on the deck now behind him, but Valik was already thinking of the campfire he would build before night set in and the storm got worse. With any luck, I’ll even have time to hunt down some kind of—

“Valik!” Lara’s voice came on another cold gust of wind.

Valik stopped and turned to see Lara on the deck. He took a few steps toward her. Though blood caked her tattooed skin, the wind in her hair and the sparkle in her eyes captivated him, and he almost decided not to leave.

But he couldn’t go back now, not after all that had happened, not after everything that had been said . . . and everything that hadn’t.

“Leave, Lara,” Valik said, abandoning his arrogant sarcasm. “Get everyone out of here. They’re coming. Death is coming.”
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“Forgive me.”

The whisper in Koji’s ear woke him from a deep sleep. He opened his eyes, squinting in the morning light. He struggled to move his arms, which were bound tight to the chair in which he sat. His legs were tied as well. Somehow, he had returned to his own quarters. He remembered nothing about how he had gotten there.

Masato towered over him. The old general held up a closed fist. “Tell me everything you know about the escape attempt!”

Koji shook his head in confusion. “What are you—?”

Masato punched Koji’s face, tipping his chair over. Koji’s body jarred with pain as he hit the floor.

“Don’t play games with me, slave!” Masato grabbed Koji’s arms and pulled him back up.

Tarquin stood at Koji’s left, flanked by two of his guards. The Regent wore a green silk robe adorned with red dragons under his gold cuirass.

Masato spoke to the Regent in the Rodraku tongue. “If he knows anything, I shall have it from him.”

Tarquin stared at Koji with cold eyes, as he had on the day of Koji’s whipping. The only difference was the absence of Kotori at the Regent’s side. What had happened to her? What had they done?

Tarquin gave Masato a nod, then left the room. The guards followed.

Masato watched the door, as if waiting. No one came. The expression on his face changed from anger to concern. He leaned close to Koji and lowered his voice, using the Avarix language. “I am sorry. If I didn’t interrogate you, one of the guards would have. Then they would have killed you.”

But Koji was only concerned about one thing. “Kotori. What happened to her?”

Masato bowed his head. “Tarquin imprisoned her in the palace. The slaves as well. They are to be executed.”

“Tarquin would kill his own daughter?”

Masato looked at the door and raised his voice to an angry shout. “I will not ask again, you filth! What do you know?” His voice lowered again. “Her execution is to be a demonstration of Tarquin’s devotion to the emperor and the Dragon Creator. Hers will be the last dragon blood spilled on this planet, Tarquin’s final mark on Avarios before its destruction.”

Koji’s body was throbbing in agony, but it wasn’t only from the blow and the fall. “This is my fault.”

“It was the quake,” Masato asserted firmly. “Natural disasters trigger a different alarm system. You couldn’t have known. My instruments picked up on the seismic activity right before it occurred, but I couldn’t stop the alarm in time.”

Koji hung his head. The weight of everything felt like it was crushing him. “What do we do now? How do we save her?”

“There is nothing for you to do,” Masato said. “I have Tarquin’s trust. I will plead for her life.”

“Will that work?” Koji asked, lifting his chin.

Masato drew up straight as if gathering his resolve. “It has to.”

Koji found the old man’s words unconvincing. “Then what do I do?”

“They must think that you are ignorant of the entire plot,” Masato said. “Right now, the Regent believes that his daughter was trying to save a piece of a mongrel race out of pity. I may be able to use that in my appeal to him. If Tarquin learns of her love for you, his wrath will be much worse.”

“Tarquin doesn’t know I’m involved?” A pang of guilt stabbed Koji’s heart. The only person who had ever shown him kindness was now suffering and would likely die because she dared to care for him. That dwarfed anything that Masato, the Regent, or Shardraku himself could ever inflict upon him.

“Tarquin is suspicious of everyone, particularly the Avarix guards. I volunteered to interrogate you myself. I had a”—Masato grimaced—“a talent for getting answers out of your people during the War of Fire. After I tell him you don’t know anything, you will return to your work as if nothing has changed.”

“Tarquin will believe you?”

Masato gave a slow nod. “Tarquin and I have a long history. I have never failed him. However, I’m afraid your physical state when they return will have to be convincing.” His tone was apologetic.

Koji nodded and braced himself.
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Koji’s armor was blistering hot from the punishing Avarios sun as he pushed through the multitude of slaves in the mining crater. They all went about their work as if nothing had changed. Did any of them know that some of their own people had almost escaped the doomed planet, that the Regent’s daughter had risked her life to ensure the survival of their race, if only for a little longer?

The opening of the mineshaft lay ahead, promising a slight respite from the sun but none from Koji’s true anguish. The shaft had been reopened since the quake, with plenty of new crevices and dangerous fissures to explore.

A Rodraku guard at the entrance of the mineshaft stared as Koji waited for a group of slaves lugging large sacks of rock to pass between them. Koji averted his eyes in an attempt to look more downtrodden than paranoid.

He remembered Masato’s words. If Tarquin learns of her love for you, his wrath will be much worse.

All Koji could do now was try not to make Kotori’s situation any more terrible. The realization made him feel utterly powerless.

When the group of slaves passed, Koji ducked his head and went into the mine. The Rodraku guard did nothing but watch.

The stench of the crowded mine was familiar, and for a moment, Koji forgot about the problems of the outside world. In here, at least, he knew what to expect—backbreaking labor and the hatred of his own people. A few cast scowls at him as he brushed past them into the web of dark tunnels in which he had spent most of his life.

The one face he saw that did not seem to condemn him belonged to a boy standing a little farther down the mineshaft. It was the child Koji had rescued during the quake. The boy peeked at Koji through a handful of men halfheartedly chiseling at the rock.

Koji managed a smile in return.

In terms of danger, the job of exploring new cracks in the mine rivaled the duties of any other slave. It had previously occurred to Koji that he might have saved the boy one day only so he could die in a different way the next. His heart lifted to see the child still alive, but then a rush of guilt poured over his mind like a dark cloud. It didn’t change anything.

He suspected the boy would scamper away and disappear, but the child stood as if waiting as Koji approached. When Koji reached him, the boy motioned for him to come down to his level. Koji knelt.

The child whispered into his ear. “Follow me.”

“Follow you where?” Koji asked. “Why?”

The boy’s face lit up. “The power you need is yours,” the boy said, “if you will take it. The power you need to save her. Your creator calls to you.”

Koji paused, astounded to hear the Oracle’s words spoken by this child. And how did the boy know about Kotori? He studied the child’s face. Underneath a face covered in dirt, the boy’s eyes shone like the blue gems in the cave. Koji nodded his agreement to follow, though he already knew where he would be led.

Within moments they stood in front of the fissure in the wall, the same opening Koji had pulled the child from days earlier. The other slaves had given a wide berth to this area, perhaps fearing it had something to do with the previous quake.

The boy crouched to clear away the rocks and dust from the ground in front of the crack, revealing the painting of the Red Phoenix. “You must go first this time. I will follow you.”

Koji surveyed the area around him. He didn’t care if anyone saw him go into the fissure, but he wanted to be sure nobody else came after him. The other slaves had never followed him before, and Koji didn’t think they would start now. As expected, the slaves ignored him.

The opening had not widened in the quake. If anything, it felt smaller as Koji attempted to squeeze between the rocks and into the darkness. He hesitated a little before removing his armor, remembering the harsh punishment he had endured the last time. But if it meant a chance to save Kotori, he would suffer the whip a thousand times more.

Koji allowed his armor to clang against the ground. He removed his boots and entered the cave.
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Cool air wafted over him as he stepped into the darkness, a relief from the suffocating heat of the mine. His fears melted away as he crossed the threshold into the cavern. This time, Koji did not stumble but moved with steady feet into the unknown.

The floor of the cave sloped downward, as it had before. Koji perceived it not as treacherous terrain, but as a welcomed lead.

Your creator calls to you. This must have been the Oracle’s intention. The rock beneath his bare feet felt smooth. Koji heard no sounds in the cavern. It was a peaceful silence.

Then he saw it. Glowing blue as it had before. Koji approached and ran his fingers over the majestic jewel, its surface slightly raised from the rock wall. The light inside the gem responded to his touch, swaying in the direction of his fingers like an ocean of blue flames.

“A fire diamond,” the boy’s voice said. Koji could not see the child in the consuming dark behind him. “Take it. It was put here for you.”

Koji traced the edges of the diamond. At the top of the gem, he discovered a tiny place where it separated from the wall enough for him to dig the tip of his finger behind it. He pulled at the fire diamond, and surprisingly, it broke away with ease, as if the surrounding rock had been made of sand.

The gem fit in his palm, cool to the touch but tingling against Koji’s skin. The sensation soaked through his hand and spread up his arm, joining the fire that seemed to be coursing through his veins.

Koji closed his eyes and allowed the power to consume him. It traveled across his back to his other arm, down his legs, up his neck, and into his head.

“Step forward. Your creator calls to you.” The boy’s voice came not to Koji’s ears, but from the center of his mind.

Koji opened his eyes. Where the black wall of rock had been, he saw a tunnel of blinking lights. He set one foot forward, and suddenly the lights surrounded him—fire diamonds guiding his way. The flames inside his body had settled in his chest and felt as if they pulled him onward.

Koji marveled at the spectacle as he moved through the tunnel. He breathed the cool refreshing air, allowing it to fill his lungs and holding it in as long as he could before exhaling. His arms stretched out in both directions, but he found himself unable to touch the walls.

The light inside the gems moved along with him, a current flowing in the same direction, urging him through the cavern. The lights extended so far ahead of him that the gems appeared to converge.

Is this an endless journey?

The possibility did not stifle his resolve. He could not imagine anything so satisfying as an eternity in this place.

Soon, the lights began to move. The fire diamonds swirled around him—up his right side, over his head, then down his left side and under his feet. The gems gained speed with Koji’s every step.

He could no longer tell if he walked on solid rock or something else, something he had never felt. His feet did not grow tired. The sparkling gems became solid lines of light, shooting all around him, angling forward to show him the way.

A white sphere appeared straight ahead of him. The sight reminded Koji of the Avarios moon he knew as Varus, and it reminded him of Kotori.

The thought of her did not bring him sadness over her current plight, but joy at the love she had shone into his life.

The white sphere grew larger as Koji drew near.

The end of the tunnel. He almost did not want to reach it.

But beauty with purpose was so much more majestic. He closed his fingers around the fire diamond in his hand. My creator calls to me.

The streaming lights faded away, and he stood in a large dome. The air was cool and still. He smelled nothing. Dark rock surrounded him. The only fire diamond he could see was the one he held.

In the center of the dome, the white sphere hovered above a stone pedestal. Carved images of phoenixes adorned the pillar beneath the glowing light. The tips of their wings and beaks pointed up at the sphere. Koji thought of the flickering candle that had stood between himself and the Oracle.

The color of the sphere changed from white to a slight orange. Koji edged forward and watched as the orange gained intensity, then shifted to red. The edges of the sphere lost their definition and blurred into flames.

His skin grew warmer as he drew closer. The white sphere became a large ball of fire, burning so brightly it illuminated the entire cavern. Koji stopped when the heat became too intense for him to endure.

The ball of fire elevated off the pedestal and expanded. The sphere morphed into a sort of triangle, then into the shape of a star. The points of the star extended and became wings, legs, and feet with long talons. The top of the star formed a head with a beak and flaming eyes. When it had fully taken shape, the figure let out a screech that shook the walls.

The fire inside Koji burned in his veins, responding to the miracle in front of him. He could not believe his eyes.

The creator. Arios. He’s not dead. He’s been here all along.

The Red Phoenix spread its wings so far that it reached both sides of the large dome. The pillar of stone beneath the levitating sphere crumbled from the power radiating off the creator. The bird of fire writhed and contorted, as if at war with its own flickering body.

Arios’s fiery eyes locked onto Koji. He tightened his hold around the gem. The Phoenix screeched again. Its blazing talons slashed at his face.

Surprised, Koji jumped back to dodge the attack. The Phoenix spread its wings wider. Koji watched as the divine being nearly filled the entire cavern. The cave thundered with the roar of Arios.

The fire diamond pulsated in Koji’s hand. He opened his fingers. The fire whirled inside the crystal like a blue storm. The diamond felt cool in his hand, even as the rest of his body threatened to burst into flames.

The gem softened in his palm like ice melting under the heat of the creator. As it did, a radiant blue glow spread over his arm and chest, then stretched across his entire body, shielding him from the heat.

Koji knelt as the red fire of the Phoenix surrounded him and the blue fire of the diamond enveloped him. Your creator calls to you. The power you need is yours, if you will accept it.

The blue energy moved over his eyes and seemed to enter his mind, carrying the words in constant repetition. A sharp pain bit at the back of his neck, followed by a sizzle in his skin.

My tracking chip. It’s destroyed.

I am free.

Arios slashed again, but Koji maintained his kneeling position. When the talons reached him, they recoiled at the touch of the blue fire. The creator cried out.

Koji stood. The power of the diamond covered him in a corona of blue flames. His body emanated with the mystical energy. He stretched out his arms as if he were a phoenix himself. Instead of talons, thin blue swords formed in each of his hands. He wrapped his fingers around the glowing hilts. They felt tangible but weightless, effortless extensions of his body.

The Red Creator backed away. Koji flipped the swords in his hands and changed his stance, angling his body for combat.

Arios responded with a headfirst dive at Koji. It pinned back its wings as it descended, a trail of fire in its wake.

Koji dashed to the side and swung his swords at the Phoenix’s wing, the blue fire cutting through the red flames.

Arios reeled and looped away. Koji’s soul ignited. He had struck a blow against a deity.

The red bird glided across the ceiling as Koji prepared for another attack. Arios appeared a bit smaller than before, as if the flickering of its powers caused fluctuations in size.

The next dive came faster. Koji reacted, though not quickly enough. The Phoenix slammed into him before he could bring his swords across his body. The impact sent him into the cavern wall.

Flames exploded from the creator’s extended wings. Koji rolled out of the way an instant before fire incinerated the rock beneath him. He clambered to his feet and scampered to the side.

Before Koji could catch his breath, the Phoenix assaulted him with another headfirst attack. Flames billowed from its beak. Koji crossed his swords in front of his face, creating a barrier of energy that repelled the fire.

Arios increased the flames spewing from its mouth. The force of them pushed Koji back, but he held his shielded position. His muscles trembled and burned. He couldn’t hold it off much longer.

Just when he thought his arms would surrender, the fire from the Red Phoenix ceased. Koji thrust both swords forward. One caught the side of Arios’s face. A stream of fire spilled like blood.

Koji’s muscles ached, but the fire of the diamond spurred him to keep going. The Phoenix flew along the opposite side of the dome, arcing back toward him. Koji would not survive another onslaught.

He paused for a breath. A thousand images poured into his mind at once. He saw the slaves working under the yoke of the Rodraku guard, and the ones who had died by the violence of their planet’s invaders. He saw those who despised him, who spat at him and called him a traitor. He saw Takeo and Isabella questioning his loyalty. He saw Masato and the Oracle. He saw the boy. He saw Kotori.

For an instant, the smell of her perfume drifted across his face.

Koji charged the center of the dome as the Red Creator moved away from the wall and engaged. He flipped the swords in his hands so that he held them upside down. The flaming eyes of the Phoenix appeared to widen.

It is afraid.

Koji reached the center of the dome. The heat of Arios pressed over him. The Red Phoenix spread its wings and opened its mouth. Flames gathered at the tips of each wing and in the center of the beak.

Now!

Koji leaped into the air, the blue energy lifting him high. He sank his swords into the chest of the creator. At the moment of impact, Koji and Arios became suspended in the air, weightless and motionless.

The Red Phoenix turned white, then exploded in a flash of blinding light.
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Koji hovered for a few seconds before slowly descending to the floor of the cavern as if he were sinking through water. When he reached the ground, Koji knelt in reverence both to the power he had destroyed and the power that had consumed him.

When he raised his eyes, the blinking lights awaited him, scattered across the ceiling and walls of the dome like stars in the night. These fire diamonds were larger than those he had seen before, and much brighter. They did not move, though the same fire churned inside of them.

The white sphere returned to the center of the room. The faintest shade of blue glimmered along the edges of the orb.

Koji’s own blue glow faded away, as did the swords in his hands. The energy converged into a single point, levitating in front of him. In an instant, it resumed the shape of the fire diamond he had carried into the dome.

“Take it.”

Koji recognized the voice as that of the boy, though it sounded far different at the same time. The sound took the form of many voices speaking at once—the child’s tone echoing as if joined by a hundred other versions of itself, some deeper in pitch, some much higher.

Koji reached out his hand. The gem floated into his grasp. He clasped his fingers around the cool stone and brought it to his chest.

“Carry it to my people.” The white sphere pulsated in rhythm with the words.

The burning orb in the center of the room shifted from white to blue as it started to rotate. It gained speed, and soon Koji could no longer tell if it was moving at all.

As he stepped forward, the orb burst into thousands of pieces. The shards flew in every direction. They traveled to the walls of the dome and came to rest atop the fire diamonds embedded in the rock.

Jagged veins of light came to life among the gems, creating vivid connections between them. Soon, the entire room glowed with the blue tint of the flames. The rock walls trembled with power but did not separate or crack.

An arrangement of four fire diamonds came to life on the floor in front of him, in the place where the pedestal had been. Koji knelt and noticed a slight indentation in the center of the arrangement of gems. He examined his own fire diamond, then placed it in the middle of the others.

Curved beams of light formed a glowing circle between the stones. A line ran from each of the outer diamonds to his gem in the center, all of them pulsating with energy.

A sense of amazement filled Koji’s soul, as if the energy of a star poured into his skin. He wanted to stay in this mystical place, to dwell on this new feeling, but understood that he had to go. He gathered the fire diamonds in his hands and took one last look around the cavern before making his way out. Though he did not understand what had taken place, he knew who might.
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When he emerged from the mineshaft, Koji found the mining crater deserted. Varus shone as a half-moon in the night sky. He took one look toward the dragon compound, hardly visible beyond the lip of the crater, and saw no sign of activity. The boy was nowhere to be found.

He checked the makeshift sack he had fashioned from a scrap of cloth found in the mine and the laces from his armor. The fire diamonds maintained their glow inside the pouch.

Koji ran a finger along the back of his neck. Had the power of the fire diamond really destroyed the chip? He had been so certain of it in the dome, but now that he was back in the mining crater, doubt gnawed at his mind. He would have to risk it.

He made his way out of the crater and along the short path to the slave camp. The desolate landscape provided no shadows in which to hide, but Koji kept a low profile and moved as quickly as possible without drawing attention.

No cook fires burned between the metal shacks of the slave camp. As he came closer, no slaves were moving about. He crouched lower as he crossed what he knew to be the security perimeter, the barrier which—if crossed by an unauthorized slave—would raise the alarm. He held his breath as he made his way into the midst of the camp.

No alarm sounded.

Koji ducked along the outer walls of the homes, doing his best to avoid the sight lines of any slaves who might suddenly awaken at the sound of his steps. He tried to recall the complicated path of twists and turns Takeo had taken on the way to the Oracle’s underground bunker. Soon he spotted several empty barrels resembling the ones the boy had appeared behind.

A large hand grabbed his shoulder. Another hand clasped his mouth and jerked him backward. Koji struggled against the hold, but his attacker overpowered him.

“Stay quiet,” the shadow said.

Koji recognized Ro’s voice. He ceased his thrashing and managed a nod.

“Follow me,” Ro said, releasing him. “The Oracle knows you’re here.”

Ro led the way as they backtracked Koji’s steps. The large slave chose a direct path, with far fewer turns than Takeo had taken.

When they reached the dark shack, Ro lifted the trapdoor, and Koji descended the steps. The door eased shut above him.

A young woman stood in the middle of the room. Four candles—two on each side of her—burned with blue flames. She shimmered in a simple blue dress with a low neckline and thin straps over the shoulders. Her blonde hair tumbled over her back, a pair of braids running across each side of her head. Her eyes matched the candlelight.

She reached out to Koji with bare arms. “Come.”

Koji approached. “You are . . . the Oracle?”

She smiled. “Far more than my appearance has changed. You witnessed the rebirth of our creator. I have been reborn as well.”

“The creator lives?” Koji’s words felt like a question and an answer at the same time.

“Arios is dead, but the reborn Ryos lives. The old has died so that the new may finally come to full life.”

“The old?” Koji blinked. “I killed it?”

“The power of the Reborn Phoenix triumphed over the evil of its former self. It chose you to be its vessel, and you chose to obey.”

Koji remembered the feel of the blue flames wrapping around him, bringing power and protection. The Reborn Phoenix. The idea both excited and calmed him.

He laid the sack of fire diamonds at the Oracle’s feet. “I brought these, but I don’t know what I should do with them.”

The Oracle took her time lowering herself to the gems. She carefully removed the one Koji recognized as his own and stood up. She held the gem to her chest, closed her eyes, and mouthed something Koji could not hear.

She opened her eyes. “Through me, the creator shall choose the circle upon which it rebuilds its people.” She handed him the diamond. “You are the center.”

Koji stepped back. “Me? It can’t be me. I can’t fight this war, not the way our creator demands.” He hesitated. “I have fallen in love with . . . a Rodraku woman.”

The Oracle moved toward him. “It is because of your love for our people and your love for her that you have been chosen. The Red Phoenix Arios waged a war of domination against all other creators. The Blue Phoenix Ryos wages a war of peace among the planets. You are the beginning.”

Koji stared at her, bewildered. “How is that possible? How could there ever be peace?”

“There is already hope.” The Oracle placed the diamond into his hands. “If there is hope in a hopeless race, there can be peace in a galaxy at war.”
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An unseen rock sent TOM tumbling to the ground, one of many that had tripped him in the hours since he’d reached the surface of the planet. This time he stayed down, moving nothing but his hand to ensure that the pouch was still at his side. The hard drive bulged beneath his fingers.

Rather than landing at a mining station that might be full of other androids, TOM had risked letting go of the small materials carrier while it was still in the air. The fall had been farther than expected, but his parts had managed to hold together. Deterioration scans read 3 days. He had expected his body to become brittle as it broke down, but it hadn’t happened yet.

His heat sensors detected the magma pits far in the distance, so tumbling into a stream of liquid fire did not present much concern. If TOM could stay away from the lava and the rumble of the mining facilities, he could travel unnoticed.

But the terrain of the homeworld proved treacherous for a blind observation android. Although programmed with detailed layouts of the three rings around the planet, TOM lacked any specific data on the topography of the planet itself. The Programmer apparently had given him no more information than needed about his homeworld.

TOM had long since stopped counting the number of times he’d fallen. More than once, the falls had become slides down the steep slope of a hill. TOM had expected each slide to be his last, dumping him into some unknown chasm where he would break apart on impact. He hoped that if he did fall off a cliff, he would land hard enough to obliterate his body. The worst that could happen would be losing his mobility and lying in darkness for the next three days, waiting to die.

He stood and collected himself. Aimless wandering wasn’t much different than waiting to die. He needed to figure out some type of direction.

He recalled the experience in the facility, the way the sound waves had created vague pictures of his surroundings, and wondered if he could do it again.

The android held still. He had to be careful to ensure that nothing around might hear him. TOM needed safety and solitude, and he would need them for a while.

His sensors detected no sounds. TOM was alone, and for the first time, he was grateful for the isolation.

TOM stretched out his arms, opened his hands, and clapped them together. The sound waves rose and fell on his display, but nothing more.

He thought again of the facility. What had been different? How had he done it? It was another mystery of his own body from the past few days, ever since the anomaly had infected him. His strength and speed had increased to levels that far exceeded an android of his model. The infection must have caused whatever was happening to him, doing unexpected things to his power levels, his operating system, his applications and capabilities. TOM might have found the change fascinating if the anomaly had not been killing him at the same time.

The power surged. He clapped and tried to focus on the anomaly. TOM could feel the effects throughout his body. The sound waves bent in a different way than previously.

TOM clapped again. A faint vertical surface flashed on his display for an instant, then vanished.

Another clap. The surface appeared and held for a moment longer, enough for him to calculate the slope of an incline about fifty meters ahead. A small hill.

The revelation felt like a great victory. With every successive clap, the image of the hill endured a bit longer until it finally became permanent.

Small details took shape along the surface of the hill—rocks of various sizes. That was all that surrounded him in this desolate wasteland—rocks and craggy mountains and an unstable ocean of fire flowing not far below. He could not stay here. This place wasn’t much different from death, and besides, his time wore thin.

TOM walked and practiced his newfound ability for hours, exploring the valleys between the mountains. With enough concentration, he trained his systems to recognize his surroundings by analyzing the way sounds bounced off the surfaces. It was a level of creativity and ingenuity that was previously impossible.

Soon he no longer needed to clap his hands. The crunch of rocks beneath his feet provided enough sound to discern the landscape. TOM celebrated the first time he sidestepped a jagged rock that would have brought him tumbling down a few hours earlier.

When he felt certain his systems had learned to navigate by echolocation, TOM focused his attention on other curiosities that had presented themselves over the past few days. He accessed his data archives and called up the recording of himself vaulting between the android ports, keeping his body above the fray of soldiers. That had been the last thing TOM had ever seen. Despite the magnificence of his new echolocation, he doubted the ability would ever achieve the same level of detail as his optical sensors.

Using the video, TOM analyzed the experience of gliding over the waves of soldier androids. As suspected, his speed had reached impossible levels for an observation unit. He never should have been able to run that fast or have the strength to make those leaps, not to mention lifting the pillar off his body in the crumbling facility.

TOM wondered if he could do it again.
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Hours later, TOM took refuge in a large cavern he’d discovered on the surface of the planet. He sat and listened as a volcano erupted in the distance. It was too far away for his echolocation to create a visualization of it, but the sound could not be mistaken. TOM’s archives held images of what it would look like, spewing orange, fiery blobs into a dark sky.

The magma would not come close to the first ring. The androids had constructed the metal halos to protect the planet but also to keep a safe distance from it. TOM wondered how the earliest of his mechanical race had even managed to build them. His archives contained no data on the topic.

The cave didn’t offer much in terms of interesting sounds to explore, but it ran deep enough to hide his energy signature from any ships that might be searching for him. The System had to know TOM had escaped to the surface of the planet, though he hadn’t detected any craft in the area. Perhaps here, the System didn’t believe he was enough of a threat to be worth locating and destroying.

TOM went deeper into the cave. A probability analysis concluded that it had most likely been a mining shaft long since abandoned. The absence of residual heat energy suggested the area had been dormant for a long time, which explained the lack of androids in the vicinity.

Before finding the cave, he had spent several hours exploring the limits of his speed and strength. The data brought him no closer to understanding the anomaly, except that it somehow amplified his power levels. The deterioration remained, and during his self-imposed trials, TOM noticed a tremor in his body when he pushed his parts to their absolute limit. At times, he felt as if he might explode. The shaking brought fear, but also an exhilaration he did not understand.

The energy readings were high, but TOM no longer trusted his ability to evaluate himself. When he felt confident that he had gone deep enough into the cave that no passing androids would detect him, he sat down in the darkness and pulled the hard drive from its pouch.

In the darkness of his display, the power emanating from the drive lit up like a cluster of stars. TOM held it to his face. “I am the first machine to lose its homeworld. What I had before is dead and gone, and now I wander through its empty skeleton and rest in its grave. I am already dead.”

TOM considered his own selection of words—an attempt at poetry, a concept he had pieced together through careful observation of the Avarix and Rodraku cultures. He wondered at the merits of his own composition, managing a bit of humor at the thought. Who would be left to judge the value of his creativity? His race would never understand whether the words were brilliant or terrible. After all, they were machines.

He placed the drive back in its pouch, and everything went dark again. At least when he spoke to the hard drive, there had been a bit of thermal energy lighting his display. TOM already missed it somehow but did not pull the drive back out.

Despite his ample supply of power and the clock ticking away on his lifespan, TOM opted to sit. He wasn’t ready to move yet—something told him to rest for a while and he complied, not because he had to obey, but because he wanted to.

To occupy himself, TOM searched his archives and selected old videos of the Avarix, events he had witnessed decades ago. They seemed different now, as if he were watching them for the first time, and certain events struck him in new ways—the kiss between a male and a female human, an argument, an untimely death, a friendly gesture.

TOM sorted through the records, skimming countless videos that detailed the Rodraku oppression. He worked his way back through time until he stopped on an event almost three decades old. Despite the age, TOM recalled every detail.

In those times, near the end of what the Rodraku and Avarix called the War of Fire, TOM’s attention had sometimes shifted off the planet Avarios to one of its moons when significant battles took place. This particular instance had occurred at a small outpost on the moon Varus, one of the last stands of the Avarix race.

The battle was of no interest. Even at the time, TOM remembered making the evaluation that no useful strategic data could be pulled from the outcome. Rodraku forces overwhelmed the Avarix forces in less than an hour, pounding the outpost with heavy bombardments before deploying ground forces to claim the base. The fighting was over before it had begun.

But the video followed a specific Rodraku commander, the first man to enter the outpost after the bombing. A small contingent of soldiers accompanied him. Once inside, the Rodraku soldiers fanned out to sweep the area.

Amidst the rubble, the Rodraku commander came upon an Avarix woman lying on the ground, her legs crushed beneath a large chunk of metal. She wore the uniform of a soldier—simple gray fatigues with a blaster pistol strapped to her hip.

She clutched a small, squirming bundle in her arms and did not reach for her weapon when the Rodraku commander approached. Instead, she kept the bundle—which TOM had identified as an infant—against her chest with both arms.

The bombing had reduced the base to rubble. The woman held a life-support apparatus over the child’s head but had nothing on her own face. Data on the air quality of the moon’s atmosphere flashed in the bottom right corner of the recording. The woman would die within minutes.

After checking the area, the commander lowered his energy rifle and approached the woman. The two had a conversation that TOM couldn’t discern. Blood streamed down the woman’s face, though her jaw remained set with a strong defiance. TOM had spent countless years cataloging Avarix behaviors. He recognized many of her emotions, but he did not see fear.

The woman held the baby tight against her chest, closed her eyes, and spoke something imperceptible. She handed the child to the commander, who received the bundle with gentle arms. The woman’s hands stayed outstretched for a few moments, as if reaching to get the child back. The commander said something to her, nodded, and turned away.

The instant she lost sight of her child, the woman collapsed. She did not move again.

TOM’s camera followed the Rodraku commander. The man wove his way back to his ship, avoiding contact with any of his subordinates. He disappeared into the vessel. When he reemerged a few minutes later, the child was gone.

TOM moved the video back and paused on the image of the mother, studying her face, her features. Even an android could recognize her beauty—the grace in her features accented by courage in her eyes—but it was her apparent strength that enraptured him.

A new feeling came over him, a feeling as unexpected as the anomaly had been when it came into his world and ruined his existence.

And in that instant, TOM believed that he loved her.

TOM wiped the video from his display. The silent darkness was not an improvement, but TOM left it there anyway as he sat in the cave.

More than ever, he wanted to live.

From seemingly nowhere, a new possibility entered his mind. TOM called up his data on the androids that worked the mines on the surface of the Lion planet. The schematics appeared. He ran an analysis on the batteries used by the mining androids, cross-referencing it with the schematics of his own model.

TOM quickly got to his feet in anticipation when the analysis was completed. While not an exact match, the batteries used by the mining androids were compatible with his body. They were not designed to last as long as the batteries of an observation android, but that didn’t matter. If TOM could take a battery from a mining android, that would keep him activated, and maybe rid himself of the radiation that ate away at his body. Perhaps the System would no longer view TOM as a threat and thus allow him to receive the repairs and upgrades necessary to return to full functionality.

Perhaps TOM would even be allowed to see again.
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“And you are certain this intelligence is reliable?” Ahriman glared at Nabila Najim across the table. An error would not be tolerated, not now, not with something this serious.

“Without a doubt, Lord Protector,” Najim replied. “This information came from my best operative embedded in Rodraku Intelligence.”

Ahriman returned to his chair. “Proceed.”

Fallon and the rest of the war council watched as Najim rose from her seat. Images of Kyrdraku and the minor planet Dalara materialized above the table.

Nabila Najim reached out her finger to a spot about halfway between the images. A red dot appeared. “The Rodraku supply ships will exit hyperspace here. These specific vessels lack the capability to jump all the way from their homeworld to Dalara. They will be forced to stop and recharge their hyperdrives.”

Erol Koray leaned forward. “For how long?”

“An hour, maybe less,” Najim said. “Rodraku hyperspace technology lags behind our own, but it’s not quite as backwater as we’d like to think. The big carrier ships can’t make long jumps, but they recharge fast. We’ll have a very small window.”

General Yilmaz cleared his throat. “How many ships are they sending?”

“One cargo cruiser loaded with troops, vehicles, weapons.” Najim raised her voice, as if to make sure everyone in the room took her point to heart. “The defeat at Evstrion has the Dragon Emperor nervous about their hold on Dalara. They’re sending a wave of reinforcements to fortify the planet. Once they reach Dalara . . .”

“It will be impossible to retake.” Fallon stared at the hologram, evaluating the situation in her mind. The rest of the war council seemed to vanish, leaving only her and the combat scenario—a problem to be solved, and perhaps something more. “The Rodraku’s strength lies in their obedience to their ruler and their numbers advantage. With reinforcements in place, any attempt to reclaim the planet will be like trying to break a boulder by tossing pebbles at it.”

“Retaking Dalara is not our objective,” Ahriman said. “At least, not now. We pushed our luck at Evstrion, and we won. But we’re not ready to attack an entrenched Rodraku position.”

Fallon spotted an opportunity. “Forgive me, Lord Protector, but I don’t believe Najim proposed that we attack Dalara. The target is the supply convoy.”

“She’s right,” Erol Koray said. “We have to assume the intelligence is credible, which means we have to assume that eliminating these reinforcements is critical if we ever want to retake that planet.”

“It’s a suicide mission,” General Yilmaz said. “If the reinforcements are as critical to their position as Nabila says, they will be well defended.”

“That’s true,” Nabila Najim said. “The Rodraku are sending at least two battle cruisers as escorts. They’ll have starfighters swarming everywhere.”

Ahriman regarded Admiral Jirair, who sat on his right. “What is your opinion, Admiral? Do we stand any chance against something like that?”

Admiral Jirair stared at the hologram, a thoughtful expression on his face. He sighed and raised his eyebrows. “It’s possible,” he said slowly. “General Yilmaz is right. We’re not likely to win the confrontation, but that isn’t the objective either, Lord Protector.”

Ahriman clenched his jaw. Fallon wondered if the Lord Protector was angered by the admiral’s suggestion that he still failed to understand the discussion. She resisted a smile.

“If one of our ships can get a clear shot at the cargo cruiser,” Jirair said, “we can destroy it. I’m not saying our people would make it out of there alive, although there’s a chance. If they could get in and destroy the cargo cruiser quickly, they might be able to jump to a safe location before being destroyed.”

“But what ship?” Ahriman asked. “Nearly our entire fleet is in repairs, either from the first battle of Dalara or our victory at Evstrion. The only warship anywhere near the vicinity with that type of capability is . . .” He went completely still.

“The Mirza,” Fallon whispered to herself. Shahin is stationed on that ship. Her stomach twisted.

He would almost certainly be killed.

“My son’s ship,” Ahriman finished haltingly.

Nabila Najim wore a stony expression. Next to her, Erol Koray surveyed the silent war council. Yilmaz and Jirair both nodded at Ahriman.

A lump formed in Fallon’s throat. She wanted to argue that there must be another way, that they couldn’t risk losing a warship. There had to be a better solution. Her mind grasped for alternatives and found none. Perhaps she could stop it anyway, if the council placed enough credibility in her opinion.

Fallon began to speak, thought of her father, and stopped.

Ahriman took a final look around the table. “So be it.”

[image: * * *]

When Fallon entered Xerxes’s room, he sat in his hover chair, facing the door as if he had been waiting for her. The lights were off, making Xerxes’s head a dark silhouette against the glow of the monitors behind him.

“Queen Demir,” he said. “How are you?”

Fallon stepped into the room. She had changed into a white dress covered with green flowers, an old garment that had been passed down through her family for generations. The door shut behind her.

Xerxes wore the same black bodysuit as always, the lines of energy tracing across his chest, arms, and legs. The confidence he tried to present could not disguise the excitement in his eyes.

Fallon took a seat. “I need your help again.”

His chair whirred to life and Xerxes turned. “Of course, Queen Demir. Whatever you need, you know I’ll do it.”

“Xerxes,” she smiled, “when it’s just you and me, call me Fallon.”

A nervous laugh broke through his self-assured façade.

“You’ve earned it, Xerxes,” Fallon said. “If I become queen—when I become queen—it will be because of your loyal service.”

Now Xerxes smiled back. “What do you need me to do?”

Fallon found herself nervous. “I don’t know if what I’m going to ask you is possible.”

“If it’s possible, I’ll do it.”

She took a breath. “Can you hack the navigational systems of one of our warships?”

“Why would you want me to do that?”

“Please, Xerxes. Just answer me.”

He leaned back in his chair and gazed at the ceiling. “Those systems include so many different components. I guess it depends on which part of the sys—”

“Can you disable a warship’s ability to jump to a predefined set of coordinates?”

He frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Fallon sighed. She would have to tell him everything. She had hoped to avoid that, to keep the boy in the dark as to the overall purpose of her plan. The less he knew, the better it would be for both of them if they were caught.

Still, Shahin’s life hung in the balance. Fallon could not fail him.

“The war council is sending the Mirza to intercept a convoy of Rodraku reinforcements. It’s a suicide mission. We cannot let it happen.”

“Why n—” Xerxes stopped himself. “Forgive me, Queen Demir.”

“It’s all right, Xerxes, but you must tell me. Can you disrupt the ship’s onboard systems long enough to keep them from making the jump?”

Sweat appeared on his face. “What you’re asking me to do is sabotage.”

Fallon stood and started for the door. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have asked you.” She reached for the pad on the wall that controlled the door, though she had no intention of touching it.

“Wait!” Xerxes exclaimed. “Of course, I’ll help you, Queen Demir.”

The boy would do anything for her, even risk his own life and the reputation of his family. She took a moment to compose herself, then turned back around. “Thank you, Xerxes.”
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There was no light in the holding cell, not even from the black energy field that served as the door, though its constant humming reminded Song it was there. She sat on the floor with her back against the bulkhead, staring at the darkness. She had lost all sense of time. It must have been at least several hours since the guards had put her in here.

Had the attack on Avan begun? Was it already over? Perhaps the outcasts would have the sense to surrender the communications relay tower to the Jinsai without a fight. If they posed no threat, maybe their lives would be spared. The Jinsai would have no rational reason to kill them.

No reason except the code.

She cursed the thought of it. The code had consumed her life. Her desire to serve and glorify a warlord creator had devoured her childhood. Song had never aspired to anything other than obliterating people who’d committed the unforgivable sin of being born on a different planet.

It seemed so obvious now, the madness of it all. The Isari outcasts didn’t even look much different from the Rodraku. Arsalan’s blood had run as red as her own when he’d died on that beach, sacrificing himself for her. And it was as red as the blood of the Isari pilot she had murdered not long ago. Where was the honor? Where was the glory?

Song thought of the picture of Lila tucked between the books on her shelf. Her sister’s arrival had awakened something within her. But whatever it was had existed long before, a secret hidden deep within her soul.

The energy field continued its constant whirring. The Rojin had only this one cell. Shardraku’s Code forbade the taking of prisoners—enemies of the Dragon were to be killed. This cell existed only to hold Rodraku soldiers who had brought shame to the creator until their ritual execution at the hands of their commanding officer.

The air in the cell was stale and warm. Though Song could breathe, she felt suffocated. She stood and stretched out her arms in the darkness. She still wore her armor—striped with Isari materials—but she had left her weapons in her quarters before meeting with the other Jinsai, including the sacred dagger.

The tips of her fingers brushed against the walls. The cell had not seemed so narrow when the guards threw her in, but she hadn’t been given any time to acclimate herself before they’d shut off the lights.

Her knees bent as she widened her stance. Song closed her eyes and brought her hands close together in a fighting position. In her mind, she pictured Lila bouncing in front of her in the sparring room. Her sister’s attack came slow, but Song’s reaction did not move much faster. She shifted her weight and dodged the imaginary blow, then stepped forward with a counter punch.

The whir of the door increased in volume. Song stopped her strike an inch from Lila’s face. Touching the energy field could be a fatal mistake.

The picture in her imagination shifted. She no longer faced her sister in the sparring room, but in the outcast village on Avan. Lila backed away. Song inched forward. The hum of the door grew louder. Her sister drew her energy pistols and turned her back to Song.

An image of Farzan stood in front of Lila. The old man said nothing, nor did he try to escape the Jinsai. Lila pressed her pistol to his chest and pulled the trigger.

Song wanted to reach out, but she could not. “Sister, please, don’t do this to them. Don’t do this to yourself.”

Farzan faded away. Jasmina and Daria appeared in front of Lila.

The heat of the energy field warmed Song’s face. Her will pulled her closer to the door. The energy field sparked against her nose, like tiny needles pricking into her skin. “Please, no.”

Lila raised both weapons this time. Jasmina knelt and put her body over Daria. The little girl made eye contact with Song. Lila fired.

Song opened her eyes. She took a step back and fell to her knees. The darkness of the room washed the images away.

Somewhere, though, on the other side of this door, her sister hurtled toward Avan in Song’s Talon, the ship the outcasts had repaired for her. Though designed for a single pilot, the cockpit of the fighter had enough space and oxygen to accommodate up to four bodies on a short trip. Song’s modified Talon gave the Jinsai the element of surprise. They would overwhelm the outcasts with ease, if the villagers chose to fight at all. Arsalan’s people would die, and his dream along with them, all because of the kindness they had given to Song.

“I pray . . .” The words rose from the depths of her soul and out of her mouth. “I pray . . . not to Shardraku, though I don’t care if he hears me. Let the Dragon know I reject him. For the rest of my short life, I will seek a new path. I will fight no longer for the glory of a dark creator. I do not understand this peace, but I will fight for it until my final breath. I will be a warrior of light.”

The prayer seemed to lift her spirits, and she continued, “If there is something more, then I pray to whatever power that may be. Preserve the hope that is found in those people on Avan. Protect them as a good father protects his children. I ask not because my prayers deserve to be answered, but because their prayers do.”

Song’s eyes remained closed. She could feel the metal floor beneath her knees, though her body seemed to lift. A serenity entered her soul and lit her muscles on fire. She took in a breath and allowed the feeling to pour over her. Something pulled beneath her skin, an invisible string, tugging her toward the sound of the door.

The darkness was still there when she opened her eyes. The energy field hummed. The pull increased.

Song came to her feet and stepped forward. The hum grew louder. She remembered the sparks against her nose.

Song had seen what the energy fields did to a person’s skin. Imprisoned Rodraku soldiers often went mad in the darkness and threw themselves into the doors. Little of their bodies remained afterward.

She took another step. The pull demanded it. Her skin warmed in proximity to the energy field.

Perhaps she had gone mad as well. Would death be so bad? She didn’t have much left to live for anyway. All that Song had built her life upon had either crumbled away or now despised her for what she had become. She could never return to Kyrdraku. She would never again be Jinsai. She had forsaken her code.

She moved even closer to the field. It couldn’t have been more than a whisper away. Thousands of sparks bit at her face, her arms, her legs, promising to do far worse if she continued any farther.

Song had no choice. The pull grew beyond her control. She gave herself one last moment, time for one final thought before her life ended. She chose the picture of Lila, the smiling girl holding the dragon flower.

Song took another step.

Her muscles tensed, bracing for the burn as she allowed her weight to go forward.

The pain never came.

A loud boom reverberated through the ship’s hull, and the deck lurched sideways. An alarm blared.

Song tumbled out of the cell and hit the bulkhead across the passageway. She blinked and found herself in the corridor of the detention center. The passageway was dark except for the flashing emergency lights at the end of it. Something had knocked out the power and activated the backup generators.

Another explosion shook the bulkheads. Song scrambled to her feet. The alarm continued to wail as pounding footsteps and frantic shouts echoed down the corridor, growing louder every second.

The guards. Song braced for combat. She was unarmed, but she would die fighting.

Rodraku pilots in full flight gear ran straight for her. She saw no weapons in their hands. The pilots ran by Song as if they didn’t see her, heading toward the starboard flight deck.

“What’s going on?” Song called after them.

The pilots didn’t stop, but one yelled back at her, “We’re under attack!”

Another boom knocked two of the pilots off their feet. Song dashed in the other direction. She rounded a corner and ran out of the detention area toward her quarters.

Rodraku soldiers and flight crew filled the passageways, running in every direction, shouting orders. Song kept an eye out for Jinsai but saw none of the warrior priestesses.

They’re probably already in the fight.

Song burst through the door of her quarters and darted to the compartment that held her energy pistols. She grabbed her guns and placed them in the holsters on her hips, then put in her optic lenses. She would need every advantage to escape with her life.

As she started for the hatch, the ship jarred again. In the corner of her eye, Song saw her black journal fall from the cabinet above her desk. It slid across the deck, and the picture dropped out from between the pages.

Lila. Song hurried over to the picture, tucked it into a compartment in her armor, and sprinted out the hatch.

In the passageways, the alarm continued to sound, but the lights had ceased flashing. The Rodraku had stabilized the onboard power supply. The battle would be over soon, and her escape from the detention center would be discovered. The Rodraku might already be searching for her. She didn’t have much time.

Song darted toward the flight deck, twisting and turning to avoid the main passages. She had to assume she had been flagged in the ship’s security system by now. If another Rodraku scanned her with their optics, she might be identified as a fugitive.

When Song finally reached the starboard flight deck, most of the Rodraku starfighters had already launched. The deck had the shape of a long, hexagonal tube with bulkheads of dark, dull metals. The head of a golden dragon adorned the floor. One Talon hovered along the side of the deck. She dashed toward the ship.

“Stop! Identify yourself!” Five Rodraku soldiers emerged between the ships in the center of the deck.

Her body grew taut. Even if the system hadn’t flagged her yet, she couldn’t risk being questioned. She would have to fight.

Song waited for her optics to recognize the threats. Nothing happened.

The soldiers opened fire, and Song dove right to take cover behind a computer terminal, scolding her own stupidity. The sensors would not identify Rodraku soldiers as targets. She was the enemy now.

Song rolled and sprang forward. The soldiers scattered. She drew her pistols and fired at the two closest Rodraku. Her blasts caught their hands, and their rifles dropped to the deck.

Song drew in closer. She hit the first soldier with a roundhouse kick to the head. The second man she dropped with a leg sweep. The soldier let out a loud grunt as he hit the deck.

“Breach in the flight deck,” one of the soldiers said into his communicator. He fired at Song with the other hand. “We need backup.”

Song dove at the soldier. She used a pistol to knock away the barrel of his rifle as he fired. The blast missed her face by centimeters. Her fist slammed into his helmet, dislodging it from his head. His eyes glazed over as he fell.

A blast from her side sent a sharp pain through Song’s left arm. She stumbled. A fourth soldier closed in. She tried to raise both guns. Only her right arm obeyed.

Song fired, catching the soldier in the leg. The man cried out and collapsed. His rifle slid across the floor, out of his reach. Song moved toward him, her weapon fixed on his head. At point-blank range, his helmet would do him no good.

“I will not beg your mercy, traitor,” the soldier said. “I know who you are. Shardraku will have his revenge.” Pure hatred brimmed in his eyes.

I will be a warrior of light.

She holstered her pistols. “Let him try.”

She fled for the Talon. A desperate prayer ran through her mind as the Jinsai ship scanned her face with an array of red lasers. If the system rejected her, she would be stuck.

The cockpit opened. Relieved, Song leapt inside and took her place at the controls. The red energy grid covered her body. The alarm continued to echo throughout the flight deck.

Rodraku soldiers flooded in through the hatches as the Talon lifted off the deck. Their rifles blasted in futility against her hull as she activated the thrusters and burst through the oxygen barrier.

“Prepare hyperdrive. Destination: Avan.”

The HUD blinked, brought up an image of the Isari moon, and confirmed the command.

“Engage.”
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The bird watched Fallon from its perch in the wooden cage. Feathers of green, yellow, and orange covered its body, and it had a tail that looked like two fans at the ends of long, thin wires.

The hazy afternoon sky had not fooled the birds into their night singing, a possibility Fallon had mused on her way to the garden. Instead, this bird watched her in silence. Fallon wondered if the creature remembered her from the late-night visits, perhaps finding comfort in her presence. The thought was enough for her.

It was rare for her to walk in the garden during the day, but her concern for Shahin convinced her to visit. Fallon had spent the last several hours pacing the palace and waiting for an update on the mission. Finally, she had decided to come here, a place that she now considered theirs. Shahin likes the birds. She wondered when he was due to return.

That was the worst of it—the not knowing. Maybe she could send him a message somehow. Her personal mission of preventing Shahin’s death had pushed aside all thoughts of displacing Ahriman, at least for the moment.

A cool breeze sighed through the garden, causing the leaves to gently rustle. She lost herself in the whistling of the air through small crevices in the walls.

When the wind settled, she heard the sound of weeping and hurried footsteps behind her.

Fallon spun around. Roksana Vartanian was stumbling across the stone walkway that led to the garden. Fallon’s defensive instincts arose, but she caught herself when she saw Roksana’s face. Tears poured down the cheeks of the Lord Protector’s wife, who teetered into Fallon’s waiting embrace.

Roksana said nothing, and Fallon didn’t need to hear words. They held onto each other, and she could not stifle her own sudden sobs. She buried her face in the shoulder of her enemy’s wife.

Roksana breathed in as if to speak but broke down again. Her tears soaked through the shoulder of Fallon’s white dress.

Lifting her head to wipe at her own sodden face, Fallon’s teary eyes saw a blurry bird in its cage. She thought she heard the slightest melody coming from the beautiful creature.

Or perhaps it was the wind.
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Fallon had not cried in the presence of her father since the day of his funeral. She remembered the experience well—standing before his body in a simple black dress, surrounded by all the people who were duty-bound to surround her. She had shed only a single tear that day, for when it fell, her father’s promise came to mind—I will always be with you, for as long as you need me. This thought had given her strength, a belief in herself that had never failed.

Until now.

The death of Shahin lay heavy on her raw heart as she edged down the hallway to the hidden door that would lead to the conclave. Fallon held in her emotions so as not to be heard.

Just a little farther, then you can let it out.

To her surprise, the tears did not come as she told her ancestors the story of Shahin’s death. Rather, a type of calmness filled her as she spoke, as if the sadness escaped her body along with the words, leaving behind a callused feeling.

She recounted the facts as if in a military debriefing. The Mirza had succeeded in making the jump and eliminating the Rodraku reinforcement ship, but it had been destroyed before it could jump away. She spoke about the annihilation of the ship . . . his ship . . . as if everybody onboard had been perfect strangers—faceless casualties of war.

Has something inside of me broken? She found the idea disturbing.

“Xerxes,” Fallon said after telling them about Roksana crying in the garden, “he must have failed.”

“Why do you think he failed?” Queen Feray asked.

Fallon shook her head. “I suppose I didn’t give him enough time. Our window was very small, and Evstrion is so far away. Maybe he didn’t have a chance to access the Mirza’s system before the mission. I don’t know. I’ve never seen Xerxes fail at anything.”

“Did you speak with Xerxes about it?” King Azam asked.

“Not yet.” Fallon lowered her head. “I came to you first.”

A long silence lingered in the dark room. Her father regarded his mother on his right, then his grandfather on his left. All wore solemn, knowing expressions.

“Are you sure that he failed you, Fallon?” her father said.

“What do you mean?” Fallon raised her head. “Of course he failed. The Mirza made the jump and was destroyed in the battle before it could jump away. The combat must have damaged the ship’s hyperdrive.”

Her father took a deep breath—or at least, his hologram made the motion and sound of a deep breath—then he released it. “You’ve told us before that the boy has affection for you.”

Bile rose in Fallon’s throat. “No, you can’t think that . . .” Her words trailed off. Fallon was determined that it couldn’t be true, but had her father ever been wrong?

“You’re very close to him,” her father said. “It’s understandable. I always wanted to give you a sibling, but your mother died before we had the chance. I’m not surprised you took to Xerxes as a sister would to a little brother. But he is not of our blood, Fallon, and he does not see you the same way you see him.”

“I can’t imagine why he would do something like sabotaging Shahin’s ship.” Her words were almost desperate.

“Yes, you can,” King Seran countered, but there was a father’s warmth in his tone, as he always had on those countless nights when they’d sat together at the war-council table.

“Examine yourself, Fallon, and what you did for love,” he went on. “You told us that you almost told Shahin your secrets, then you risked everything—even Dalara—trying to save his life. Your infatuation with him nearly cost our race an important strategic position. If you would go that far for what one might see as love, how much further would a young boy go?”

Fallon could barely stand, she felt so faint. It made sense. In a cold, hard, rational logic, all the pieces fit together, and she wondered how she had failed to see it.

“You have been betrayed,” her father said in a somber tone. “Someone you trust is a traitor, Fallon. This is a lesson I’m afraid I could have never taught you. It had to happen.”

Fallon fought against the shuddering sob now ready to break through the dam of her emotions, forcing it down with the strength a queen should have. A ruler needed fortitude to protect her people in the midst of a pointless war between would-be gods who created life solely to have it wiped out for their own pride. The betrayal had started there, ten thousand years ago with Cyra and the four other creators, and had never stopped since.

“You know what you have to do,” King Seran said.

Fallon raised her chin. She closed her eyes and gave herself one moment for heartbreaking sadness. Then she opened her eyes, regarded her father, and nodded.
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Valik raised a hand to protect his face from the sleet whipping through the air. Hours had passed since he could see more than a sword’s length in front of himself.

The heavy, swirling winds howled like a thousand wolves in the dark, snowy sky. The Guardians must have known the blackbloods were drawing near. Valik had never seen a storm like this one. “Sagr, we’ve got to find shelter.”

The wolf stayed close but seemed to have lost his sense of direction. He had resorted to a low, consistent whine that Valik recognized not as a complaint, but as fear.

“Tyr, save us.” Valik couldn’t remember the last time he had pleaded for salvation from his creator. He didn’t lack faith in the love Tyr held for his people—Sagr provided proof enough of that. His relationship with the wolf—like the connection of so many Magni to Tyr’s creatures—must have come from a divine being. The fact that the creator had selected a wolf as Valik’s companion strengthened his belief.

But Valik couldn’t recall the last time he had felt so desperate, the last time he’d truly needed Tyr’s intervention.

Valik could hardly see Sagr at his side through the snow. The wind threatened to knock him over and never allow him back up. It took all of Valik’s strength to lift his tired feet out of the deep snow for each next step. He couldn’t go on like this much longer. Would this be a better way to die—claimed by the strength and fury of his homeworld rather than falling to the blackbloods?

Sagr nudged his side. Valik reached for the wolf, and when he touched him, Sagr leaned off to the right, as if leading Valik in a different direction. Could the wolf see something that Valik could not? After a brief consideration, Valik decided it didn’t matter. For all he knew, they had spent the last hour marching in a circle.

“All right,” Valik said to Sagr. “I’ll follow you.”

His feet were numb. He kept his hands on Sagr’s shoulders, no longer worrying about where he was going. That responsibility now belonged to the wolf.

The snow became a bit shallower as they walked. Lifting his legs grew easier. A mild warmth moved over his body, and a bit of strength returned. Sagr moved swiftly, but Valik was able to keep up.

Soon, the snow stopped pelting his face and swallowing his boots. He felt solid rock beneath the thin layer of slush at his feet. Looking up, Valik saw that Sagr had led him to the mouth of a cave.

Valik paused but the wolf pulled forward. Valik looked back over his shoulder. Certain death awaited in the jaws of the blizzard.

“Don’t go too far in,” Valik said.

Sagr trotted inside. Valik followed the wolf until they reached the edge of the dark, the place where the dim light gave way. Though Sagr tried to urge him on, Valik would go no farther. He removed the sword and sheath from his hip and settled into a tolerable position on the floor, leaning against the rock wall. His unease fought valiantly against his exhaustion, but soon, the latter won, and he drifted off to sleep.
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Valik woke to a low, rumbling growl.

“Sagr?” The wolf sounded close by, but Valik could not see him. “What’s wrong?”

Sagr’s growl grew louder, coming from farther inside the cave.

Valik stood. He fumbled around until he found his sword and fastened the sheath around his waist. Sagr continued to warn of danger.

Then Valik heard it.

At first he thought it was a quake. Then as the walls and floor rumbled, he wondered if the war machines had begun their attack. If they were bombarding the Valley of the Spirit, this could be the end.

The rumble evolved into a loud roar, close and powerful enough that Valik could feel it in his bones. His stomach seized. He knew that sound. It had haunted his dreams since childhood.

Valik gripped the handle of his sword and tugged, but the weapon didn’t budge. The blade was frozen to the sheath.

“Tyr’s fang!” Valik grasped the handle with both hands and jerked with all his might. The sword did not move.

Sagr barked and the hagaron growled again. Its steps thundered through the dark cave, its claws clacking against the stone. A smell like rotten flesh filled Valik’s nose. Einar’s screams echoed in his mind—the shrieking of his young voice, the crunching of his bones, terrors that haunted Valik’s dreams on a thousand cold, lonely nights since the last time he had wandered into a hagaron’s lair.

The sounds and smells grew stronger. The monster was coming.

Valik turned and started to dash out of the cavern. But a low bark behind him halted Valik in his tracks. The wolf had not followed.

“Sagr!” Valik yelled.

The hagaron roared, and the wolf’s bark changed into a sharp whine.

Time seemed to stop. Valik’s gut urged him to run. Perhaps he could escape, as he had so many years ago. Perhaps the beast would not chase him outside. Perhaps it feared the light like he feared the dark. Besides, his weapon was frozen in its sheath. If he tried to fight, he and the wolf would both die within seconds.

Einar and Sagr, Rolf, and Lara. Memories flashed before his eyes. He felt an undeniable tug deep inside, and the fire in his belly ignited. The fear was strong; his love was stronger.

Valik turned and charged into total darkness, toward the roar of the hagaron.

The beast huffed and growled with hot, stinking breath that swept over Valik’s skin. The ground trembled again. Valik steeled himself and hurtled his shoulder into the monster.

Pain tore through Valik’s flesh as it scraped against the hagaron’s armored hide. The hagaron backed away. To Valik’s relief, Sagr barked. Valik felt the wolf brush against him.

He tried again to draw his sword and failed.

On instinct, he thrust out his hands. They found the horns on either side of the beast’s head, which must have been bigger than Valik’s entire body. It snapped at him, but he held tight to the horns, keeping his body away from its massive jaws.

The hagaron pushed him backward, and Valik kept his grip, though his feet slid beneath him.

Then the monster’s paw barreled into his chest with such force that Valik flew backward. He landed in a heap a short distance away.

As he came to a knee, dim light enveloped him. Glancing back, the mouth of the cave appeared like a tiny moon, but not too far away. If he could just get there, he might have a chance.

“Sagr!” he yelled, and this time the wolf obeyed. The hagaron’s red eyes glowed in the darkness. Sagr blitzed by Valik, running away from the beast and toward the light.

Valik ran after Sagr, his feet pounding against the stone. The light grew brighter. The hagaron’s roar sounded as if it might bring the mountain crashing down on them all.

Daylight nearly blinded Valik as he reached the mouth of the cave. A blue sky filled the gaps between the mountaintops. The planet’s rings seemed to cut through the white clouds like a divine sword forged from a thousand curved blades of ice.

Valik ran a few steps out of the cave and spun around. That opening is too narrow. No way the hagaron could—

The monster burst out of the cave and sent chunks of stone flying through the air.

The hagaron was easily four times Valik’s height. Large spikes covered its red hide all the way to the end of its tail. The snarling creature spread its tattered wings, reared back on its hind legs, and crashed its front claws into the snow.

A trickle of blood colored the wolf’s fur, but Sagr stood ready to fight. The air outside the cave was warmer than Valik would have guessed. Maybe warm enough. He stared at the monster. The beast may have ruled over the darkness, but now, they were in the light.

Valik reached for his weapon, mouthed a quick prayer, and pulled with all his strength.

The sword came free.

The hagaron surged forward. Valik leaped to one side, Sagr to the other. A swipe of his sword opened a red streak beneath the creature’s eye. It howled in pain.

The beast charged again. Valik jumped at the last second, rolled over the top of its nose, and seized one of its horns. Before Valik could strike, the hagaron jerked its head, and he lost his grip.

The hagaron hammered him with a tail-whip from behind, knocking him face down in the snow.

A calm came over him. This was battle, something Valik knew well. He had been here before, faced impossible odds and won. He hadn’t died then, and he wouldn’t die now.

The hagaron rose on its hind legs, its red eyes focused on Valik. The beast bared its teeth.

Sagr jumped at the creature’s leg, champing down on the tough hide. The hagaron screeched and knocked the wolf away with its paw.

The monster lunged at Valik. He brought his sword up under its head with all his might, praying the android metal would hold.

The sword pierced the inside of the creature’s mouth. The beast’s breath and blood rushed over Valik as it jerked and growled.

“For Einar!” Valik drove the sword deeper in. “For Gunmir!”

The hagaron let out a broken roar, then staggered and fell over dead.

Sagr trotted to his side as Valik wrenched his weapon from the hagaron’s mouth. He sheathed his sword and knelt to examine Sagr. A small stream of blood slid down the wolf’s front leg.

“Looks like you dodged the worst of it,” Valik said. “I’m no shaman, but I think you’re going to be okay. We need to get you patched up soon, though.”

The wolf’s head lifted, its eyes focusing beyond Valik.

On a ledge above them, Valik saw a man, overlooking the Valley of the Spirit. Long hair, an impossibly vibrant shade of white, fell across his heavy brown robes. Though Valik couldn’t see the man’s face clearly from this distance, he could make out his white beard and glowing blue eyes.

The Guardian’s robes spiked up around the collar. He wore a large symbol at his waist. Valik couldn’t make out the details, but the staff in his hand signaled his status as the Veor. Or at least, that’s what Valik remembered from the legends.

The Veor watched Valik with those glowing eyes. Valik came to his feet and stared back. The Guardian nodded, then raised his staff. A white aura emanated from its tip.

Thin clouds materialized in the sky. Within seconds, the clear blue was hidden behind cold, dusky grays.
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The storm above the Valley of the Spirit had returned to its full fury by the time Valik kicked open the door to the main hall in the Magni camp. The clan sat and ate at tables arranged around the fire in the center of the room. Every head turned as Valik and Sagr entered, Valik pulling a large mass of hagaron hide behind him.

He spotted Lara rising from a table on the other side of the hall. He wanted to tell her all that had happened. But there were other things he needed to do first.

The hall was silent as he dragged the hide into the middle of the room and dropped it in front of Mari.

“Can you make new armor for me?” Valik asked.

The blacksmith stared for a moment, her mouth agape. Then, she burst into laughter. “Yes,” she finally said, eyes widening as she ran her fingers over the beast’s red hide. “It would be my honor.”

“Thank you.” Valik offered a small bow before turning his attention to the rest of the room. He searched the faces for a moment, then settled on Halvor. The chieftain looked back at him with knowing eyes.

Sagr padded to Valik’s side and took a seat. Valik ran his fingers over the wolf’s head.

“Halvor,” Valik said boldly, “chieftain of the Clan of the Last Men, I respectfully challenge you to a chieftain’s melee. Do you accept?”

Everyone froze except Halvor. The chieftain rose from his table, his head held high, but the expression on his face was not contempt. He nodded at his friend. “Yes, Valik. I accept.”
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TOM crawled to the crest of the small rocky hill and used his echolocation to peek over the top. The power plant lay about three hundred meters ahead of him. He had spent hours wandering the desolate landscape before locating a functional facility. It had first appeared to him through faint sound waves that grew into a defined shape as he came closer.

The plant was located next to a lake of magma—a large balloon of thermal energy on his display. Mineral carriers like the one he had ridden down from the first ring flew back and forth from the building. A handful of androids bustled about the area. From their sounds and energy signatures, TOM couldn’t tell exactly what they were doing, but he was less interested in their activities than he was in their batteries. TOM only needed one.

He ran a deterioration scan.

2 days.

TOM tried to ease his way down the hill, but the loose, brittle rocks gave way beneath his feet. He fell backward and slid down the steep surface, trying to stop himself with his hands but failing. He tumbled like a wheel. The noise made large waves of sound on his display.

When he reached the bottom, TOM froze and listened for approaching androids that might have been alerted by the noise. He heard nothing and searched his data banks as to whether standard thermal energy worker androids had the capability of detecting sound.

No results found.

Regardless, he would need to be more careful.

He stayed low and crept toward the burning lake where magma bubbled along the surface. The power plant emitted a loud, constant hum as it drew the hot liquid into the facility. TOM knew little about the actual process—inside, useful raw materials were extracted and placed on mineral carriers for delivery to the rings. The heat from the magma was converted into energy and distributed through power lines that ran across the surface of the planet to the nearest conduit, one of the massive structures that transferred power to the first ring.

TOM angled away from the lake and moved toward the rear of the plant. The energy signature of a single android lit up on his display, moving around an unidentified structure shaped like a large box. Lines of energy ran to and from the box, though the outgoing energy was much brighter. A power transformer.

TOM eased toward the android. An image of a predator from Avarios stalking its prey flashed in his mind. The heat and energy in the area distorted TOM’s sensors. He could not tell whether the worker android faced him or the transformer.

Static seeped in around the edges of his display, filling the blackness more and more with each step forward. TOM feared that in a few moments, he would lose the other android in the distortion. He had to make his move. The android’s battery was his one chance to survive.

TOM charged forward, expecting to match the high speeds he had reached when fleeing the soldiers. The speed did not come, nor did a sense of balance. The rocks of the planet seemed to fight against him. TOM slipped and stumbled as he ran. The static wreaked havoc on his display until he could detect almost nothing at all.

When he had run the estimated distance to his objective, TOM threw himself forward and stretched out his arms. He couldn’t see anything—the static rendered his echolocation useless—but he felt his hands graze the worker android before he landed hard on the ground.

TOM swung his hands around in desperation. He caught the ankle of the worker and pulled with all his strength. The android fell.

The worker struggled to regain its footing. TOM tried to hold it down as it flailed its limbs in an attempt to right itself.

Suddenly, the android broke free of TOM’s grasp. He heard the worker stand and walk back to the transformer as if TOM did not exist.

“No!” TOM sprang up and dashed at the other android. He would not be denied his chance at saving himself, not by some cog in the System that didn’t even have the sense to fight back.

TOM’s hands found the worker’s shoulder. He spun the android around and delivered a hard kick to its midsection. The worker collapsed against the power transformer. TOM could see nothing, but from his archives, he knew where to locate the battery inside the android’s frame. Before the worker could move, TOM pulled the battery from its chest.

The android crumpled to the ground. TOM knew from his internal data that the older models had no backup power supply. When they needed to recharge, these units connected to cells within the power plants. This android might have performed the same tasks for a hundred years or more on this single battery, moving about as dictated by the System.

Now, it was over.

TOM removed his tunic. Replacing his own corrupted battery took longer than TOM expected, though his backup power supply kept him functional during the process. The new battery was compatible with TOM’s body, but it did not fit into his torso in the same manner as the power cells designed for his model. When the battery clicked into place and the ports were connected, TOM’s systems recognized the new cell. He detected a brief resonance inside himself that vanished quickly. TOM put his tunic back on and ran a full systems scan.

The anomaly remained.

2 days.

TOM ran the scan again, and again his systems located an unknown element. He fell to his knees. It was too late. The infection had spread throughout his body, creating a fundamental change that could not be undone.

TOM could no longer detect the worker android in front of him. The machine made no sound and gave off no energy, but he knew it was there, right where he had left it, right where he had destroyed it. Deactivated by TOM’s own hands because of the madness that had overtaken him. A dark realization settled in TOM’s mind. He was no longer the same, and he would never be able to go back.

“I am . . . a monster.”

He knew the word was not his own creation. It was a stolen concept, an idea taken from the Avarix and Rodraku languages. TOM could not create anything. He was an observation android, made to absorb, process, and communicate information. Everything came from somewhere else. Perhaps even the anomaly.

But if it was not the battery, then what had caused this change inside him? The Programmer? All TOM’s knowledge—his entire being—had been given to him by the Lion Creator who sparked energy into the machine homeworld, who had crafted the first of the androids, engineered the System, and set the Command.

“I’m sorry for what I did to you,” TOM said to the deactivated worker, still lying on the ground. TOM gave the worker its battery back and returned his own power cell to his torso. Once the ports connected, energy spread across the worker. The android’s internal machinery buzzed as its body activated. The worker sat up, stood, then resumed its job.

A sense that TOM identified as something between envy and pity settled in his mind. He heard the android go back to its work as if nothing had happened. Then TOM stood, turned, and walked in the opposite direction. It was over. Perhaps he would go back to the abandoned cave and watch his videos in solitude until his body failed. He had more than enough recordings to occupy his attention for his final two days, countless years of footage featuring thousands of faces.

The woman with the baby.

TOM found himself wanting to watch her video again many times, but he did not know why. Something about that moment between the mother and the soldier had resonated with him.

As TOM walked away from the power planet, his echolocation slowly returned. When he once again reached the small rocky hill, he stopped to take one last look at the place where hope had died. The sound of the plant dominated the display, a large, fuzzy mass set against fainter, quieter images.

Before TOM turned away, a single word from the machine language flashed on his display:

Hello.

TOM stopped. He saw no other androids around. “Hello?” he said, raising the volume of his voice to a level that the Rodraku would have considered a shout.

“Hello.” It was an audible reply in TOM’s own language. It sounded as if coming from far away, causing small sound waves on his display.

Energy sparked inside TOM. The word must have come from the other android. What did that mean? Had the anomaly spread to the worker as well?

TOM started to walk back toward the facility, but stopped when a rumbling in the sky created a new image on his display. His systems identified the engine of a war-machine spacecraft, but far more advanced than anything in his archives. TOM dropped to the ground and peeked his head over the top of the hill. The image of the ship grew larger and more defined. It settled over the power plant and hovered in place. TOM detected the ship’s energy signature from the engines at the back of the vessel.

A new source of heat appeared at the center of the craft, then dropped from the ship to the ground. Given the size of the energy field, TOM guessed it was some type of android, though much larger and more powerful than any machines normally deployed on the planet’s surface.

The images produced by TOM’s echolocation grew clearer than ever. The sound and the power came together to create a detailed picture, almost as if he could see again. The worker android continued its job at the transformer.

The new energy signature moved toward the worker, emitting more power than TOM had witnessed in an android. It had a head, arms, and legs, but the way the energy moved through its body resembled nothing in TOM’s database. The power dictated the shape of the being, rather than flowing through a body composed of parts. TOM’s systems ran multiple scans but came up with no close matches.

The unknown android approached the worker attending to the transformer. The new android seized the worker and lifted it off the ground with one arm. The worker kicked its legs, attempting to bring itself back to its function. The humming of the power plant and the creaking of the worker’s hinges paired with the energy to draw perfect lines and various colors on TOM’s display. They created a vivid scene of everything except the new android—a hazy figure composed of energy.

The larger android held the worker aloft, as if studying it. After a few moments, its other arm thrust into the chest of the worker.

The worker stopped kicking. The energy disappeared from its body, everywhere except for a small ball of power in the hand of the larger android.

My anomaly. It must have transferred to the worker’s battery. A wave of guilt came over TOM. The large android tossed the deactivated worker aside.

“Monster.”

The massive android turned toward TOM as if it had heard him speak.

Good, TOM thought. He had run out of chances to survive. If he was going to die or explode or whatever would happen in three—no, two days—then he would go out on his own terms.

TOM emerged from his hiding place. “Monster!”

Power flooded his systems. TOM ran forward, pushing his body to its limit. He could see the vibrations from his feet pounding against the ground.

The monster charged toward TOM, a hulk of energy growing more enormous with each passing second. TOM clenched his fists. His circuits filled with power, but his vision stayed clear. The energy pulled him forward.

The monster was nearly upon him. Its heat levels overwhelmed TOM’s sensors. He raised his fist and prepared to die.

TOM and the monster collided. The impact created a boom that TOM’s auditory sensors registered as echoing for miles. TOM crashed backward. He wondered what would happen to him after his destruction. The Rodraku believed in an afterlife. That was an alien concept to androids, but TOM no longer felt like a machine.

An image flashed on TOM’s display as he crashed to the ground. His sensors had gathered data on the monster at the moment of impact. The unidentified android appeared on his display. A series of razor-sharp golden blades composed its body, held together by electromagnetism as if the android itself was made of energy and wore its floating parts like an exoskeleton. Its power levels were off the charts.

TOM clambered to his feet. The monster had been knocked back as well, though not as far. It stood roughly twenty meters in front of the power plant, facing TOM. The android no longer looked like a blob of energy. TOM lacked a classification for his opponent, so he created one. “You are my hunter. Come and get me.”

The hunter reached a hand back over its shoulder and drew forth a long blade surging with power. The android approached TOM at a brisk pace. All else fell quiet save for the sound of TOM and the hunter, two monsters ready to battle, two beings never before seen on this unliving world.

TOM landed a strong first punch, thrown so fast that he couldn’t believe his own abilities. The hunter absorbed the blow as if it were nothing.

It is testing me, TOM realized.

A shriek escaped the hunter, a high-pitched sound that maxed out TOM’s vibration detection capabilities and blinded him for an instant. The edge of the hunter’s blade caught him across the torso. The damage indicator flashed on TOM’s display. Fluids leaked from his body.

TOM moved backward. His systems identified the sound frequency of the hunter’s roar and zeroed it out. His echolocation returned.

The hunter’s body burned brighter as if growing in power. Its movements became faster. TOM struggled to track it as the hunter darted from side to side. TOM threw a punch that did not connect and received a devastating blow to his back.

He crashed into the wall of the power plant, his body dented and scratched. Lines of electricity ran above his head from the plant to the transformer.

So much power coursing through those lines.

The hunter charged. TOM dodged to the side an instant before the monster hit the wall. The energy lines flickered.

TOM saw a chance as the hunter lost its balance. He circled around and slammed into the back of the giant, focusing all his power on the impact. The hunter smashed against the wall, and its blade clanged on the ground. The power lines flickered again.

The plant walls trembled, but TOM didn’t dare let up. He gripped the metal strips that composed the hunter’s shoulder and jerked with all his strength. TOM thought his arms might wrench out of joint at the weight of the hunter, but his parts held.

He pulled the beast away from the wall and threw it into the transformer, which erupted with sparks. The lines overhead flickered, then severed and fell onto the hunter. A white burst of energy filled TOM’s screen with a boom.

TOM ran from the transformer and the plant. He only made it a few steps before a powerful wave of heat caused him to topple over. It was so intense he thought his body would melt. His display went blank.

No. I cannot be totally blind. Not now. Not again.

TOM raised his head, wondering if he would even detect his last moments.

The display lit up. The sound returned—a series of successive detonations behind him, the screech of twisting metal, the thunder of crumbling rock. Red waves of heat poured out of the building. The plant had exploded.

TOM jumped to his feet. The hunter lurched toward him, energy flickering as it tried to escape the flowing magma. The searing liquid poured over the large android, snuffing out its power.

The magma rushed toward TOM. It would reach him in seconds. TOM sprinted in the other direction, reaching the same speeds as when he had fled from the soldiers on the second ring. The heat pressed against his body, but the liquid fire never touched him.
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The oil seeping from TOM’s body dripped onto the ground, creating a trail that stretched far behind him, leading back to the rubble of the power plant.

TOM stopped running when he no longer detected the heat of the flowing magma at his back. Though his energy remained high, his fluid levels had decreased. The deterioration scan hovered at two days. That number would drop soon.

He couldn’t hear much beyond the shuffling of his own footsteps. Not long after escaping the power plant, he had detected the energy signatures of machine ships heading toward the destruction, but none seemed to be chasing him. Not yet.

A desolate wasteland stretched out in front of him, dotted by razor-sharp mountains. The air ran thick with burning sulfur. Traces of previous mining and production activities flashed on his screen, a thousand empty caves that echoed like something created with the precision of an android’s hand. Perhaps many centuries ago, before the rings, this area had bustled with androids harvesting energy and materials to construct the Programmer’s army. Judging from the heat readings, the energy here had long since been drained.

Ten thousand years.

The System programmed a time-out clock into every android. All war machines knew exactly how much time they had left to carry out the Command before the precise moment the five planets would collide.

TOM wondered if their homeworld had been designed with the same precision, if the Programmer had created the planet with enough magma to provide power for the ten-thousand-year period. If so, the world would be all but exhausted by now. For all he knew, the power plant TOM had destroyed might have been one of the last.

But if that were true, even if the machines won the war, how long would their species—if he could term them a species—survive after time-out without a source of energy?

We weren’t made to survive. The realization made TOM wonder why they had been created at all, why they fought this war in the first place.

He knew he ought not to waste energy, but his hand went toward the hard drive in his pouch. “We are death, then,” he said into the device. “Death only for the purpose of competition. If the other planets survive, their inhabitants might live past the end of the war. For the machines, even in victory, there is no life, no hope.”

TOM returned the hard drive to the pouch and continued his march.

It was ironic that he would die here, in a forsaken landscape much like what Avarios had now become. He had watched the Avarix for so long, toiling in the desert, waiting to die. Perhaps now he had become one of them. The idea gave him comfort. He preferred thinking of himself as an Avarix rather than a machine like the hunter.

His focus remained on his feet. Lines of energy and sound formed his footsteps, along with the occasional rock to avoid, and the intermittent drip of oil counting down the seconds of his life. The view did not change for hours until a new object appeared, so small that TOM almost stepped on it without noticing.

TOM stopped and knelt. The object made no sound, but a modicum of energy flowed through it, forming a thin, wavy line that stretched out in multiple directions at the top. It could not have been taller than six centimeters.

TOM leaned closer. A new odor wafted through the sulfur in the air, and he suddenly knew what stood before him, a miracle growing from the dead planet.

A flower.

To his knowledge, no life had ever grown on the machine homeworld, but TOM had seen such things during his observation of Avarios. Native flowers had not flourished on the Avarix planet for over a decade, but the Rodraku had planted some of their own varieties in contained gardens around the compound near the mining crater. Their females had a tendency to pick the blooms to wear in their hair, something TOM had analyzed and catalogued as an exercise in attracting a mate. He had never understood the allure of it, of the beauty that resulted from the addition of life. Until now.

The flower glowed in his display with an energy TOM had never seen. It showed in violet and blue and shimmering gold, as if holding a star at the center of its petals.

TOM reached down to touch it. Wishing for skin had never occurred to him. The war machines had many systems that could mimic the sight, smell, and sound senses of a biological species, as well as scanning capabilities to detect energy levels, surface contours, and density.

But he could never know what something felt like against his fingers.

As his metallic hand made contact with the flower, energy tingled in his fingertips. TOM recognized it as the same anomaly that surged through his body during his brief periods of unprecedented strength and speed, the times in which his echolocation had functioned best. The same energy that now deteriorated his parts. Two days left.

The energy seemed to connect him to the flower, as if the power inside it resonated with the power inside him. Whatever thrived in the flower, whatever miracle caused it to grow on the surface of a dead planet, had done the same to him.

I am alive.

TOM lifted his gaze to the sky, and somehow, he could see the stars. Perhaps it was a memory, an old file projecting onto his display like a glitch, but he did not want it to go away. He did not see the metal rings, the machine of war and death built over thousands of years by his creator.

TOM knew where his race, this planet, and the rings had all come from, but what of the stars?

The rival creators had arranged stationary suns along the ten-thousand-year paths of their worlds to keep their planets alive on their journey, but that did not account for the thousands of spangled lights he saw in the distance.

He speculated whether any of the other worlds had ever questioned this. It would be logical that each race attributed the stars to either the hands of their creators or to natural occurrences. Days ago, TOM would have leaned toward the latter, but now he wondered if there might be something more, something that connected everything. Something that pulled together the five worlds for purposes beyond war.

TOM sat and studied the flower, forgetting the war machines that were searching for him, forgetting the deterioration in his body, forgetting even his own blindness. If there was a greater power that had placed this tiny sliver of life on the machine planet and ignited a life inside of him, then that power must have concerns beyond war and death.

Before he knew what he was doing, TOM held the hard drive to his face. “What is the Pull I feel inside of me? A greatness I cannot comprehend. But to know the smallest truth of it is enough, for it is greater than I could ever be.

“Life is the purpose, life that shines through the thin veil of darkness, which seemed unending. I lost my sight to truly see, and now small notes of glorious life are mercifully revealed to me, and I know what I have to do. I know the Pull, and I know where it leads.”

A sulfur wind pushed across TOM’s face as he came to his feet. He considered plucking the flower to carry with him but thought better of it. Perhaps more flowers would emerge. There was only one now, but something had to be the first if more would ever grow.

The deterioration scan switched to one day remaining. TOM did not fear. He had far to go, much to do, and more to pour into his hard drive along the way. Words and ideas spilled into his consciousness, from where, he did not know, but he felt the importance of recording everything before he did what needed to be done. One day left in his life, but the recordings would endure.

TOM surveyed the sky again and pictured the rings rotating above him. The third ring—the outermost ring—held the communications tower and the planet’s surface-to-air defense systems. Every activated soldier not yet deployed to Gunmir would be on high alert.

The System knew that TOM existed and would be on the lookout for him. TOM threatened the balance. A system designed for death could not abide the variable of life.

TOM allowed himself one last look at the flower. The energy continued to flow through it, growing, living. A hint of its pleasant scent wafted through the wave of sulfur to bid him farewell.

In the distance, TOM heard the faint rumble of engines. He started in their direction.
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“Then this is the end.” Ro watched from the doorway of his rusted metal hut as the colossal Rodraku spacecraft descended toward the mining crater. His thin left arm hung lifeless at his side.

The size of the Rodraku ship dwarfed anything Koji had ever seen, rivaling even the charred skyscrapers of the forgotten Avarix cities he could observe only from a distance. Four reverse thrusters extended like wings from the sides of the spacecraft. When it neared the crater, the thrusters intensified, stirring up a wall of dust that blew across the slave camp.

Koji and Ro ducked into the shack to escape the wave of dirt. Ro used his good arm to wipe the dust from his eyes. “So this is why they told us to stay in the camp today.”

“Yes,” Koji said. “But it’s only the end if we allow it to be.”

“You’re out of your mind if you think we can defeat them.”

“We have the numbers.”

Ro gave a short laugh. “Yes, Koji, we do have the numbers. But one Rodraku soldier—heavily armored and holding an energy weapon—is worth how many slaves with scrap metal and rocks in their hands? Five? Ten? And now they have swelled their ranks even more.”

Ro had a point. Koji had not anticipated the Rodraku infantry ship that had landed earlier in the day, carrying reinforcements to oversee the destruction of Avarios. The slaves still maintained the numbers advantage, though not by nearly as great a margin.

He faced Ro. “The power of the creator, once you feel it, you will believe that we can overcome.”

Ro grimaced. “And how do I know I can trust you?”

“I’m not asking you to trust me,” Koji stated. “I’m asking you to trust the Oracle.”

“Takeo doesn’t believe in the Oracle. He always says our creator is long dead. Look around. Hard to argue with that logic.”

“Takeo is probably dead.”

Ro gritted his teeth. “You don’t know that.”

“You’re right,” Koji responded. “I don’t. But it doesn’t change what we have to do. I’m asking you to give yourself a chance of survival. We must fight. What other choice do we have?”

Ro was silent, then nodded.

Koji exhaled. “Now, what about the others? Will they be here soon?”

[image: * * *]

A blue tint radiated across the dark room, along with the smells of sweat and burning wax. Koji and the Oracle stood in a circle of blue candles sitting atop brass pillars. Outside the circle, four slaves waited in silence.

Not slaves anymore. People of the Reborn Phoenix. The idea gave Koji courage, even if the company did not.

Ro towered above his candle, seeming larger than ever in the close confines of the underground bunker. Koji had been glad when the Oracle told him that Ro had been chosen. She beckoned Ro into the circle, to stand with her and Koji.

The Oracle placed a fire diamond into Ro’s hand, and the power spread over him. He closed his eyes as the glow enveloped his body. When the energy reached his left side, Ro’s dead arm twitched, then raised.

Ro opened his eyes. The blue fire formed the shape of new, powerful muscles on the arm that had been useless moments earlier. Glowing orbs took shape around Ro’s clenched fists.

The creator’s power is unique in each of us.

The realization set Koji’s imagination ablaze. He had so much to learn about his planet, his people, his creator, and himself.

The Oracle next called on a woman named Sonya. Mahogany skin, piercing green eyes, a slender frame, hair shaved short. Koji recognized her from the mines as a hard worker but apt to start arguments. She had once challenged four other slaves to fight—all at the same time, no less—before Koji broke up the commotion. She raised her arms as the energy spread over her body. A fiery blue bow and arrow formed in her hands.

The Oracle beckoned the last two Avarix—a twin brother and sister. Aside from their fair skin, Bowin and Bria looked nothing alike. Bria stood at least a foot taller than her brother and had taken any available good looks along with the height. She had long, thick red hair and a strong build.

Bowin had no trace of hair on the top of his head, but he made up for it with bushy red facial hair that would have covered his mouth if he ever kept it shut, though today the Oracle’s ritual managed to take his words away.

He wore nothing on his feet, not even the pathetic sandals given to the Avarix by the Rodraku. Upon his arrival he had informed Koji that he prided himself in taking no more than he had to from “those filthy lizards,” and boasted that his were the toughest feet on Avarios.

The Oracle placed the fire diamonds into Bowin’s and Bria’s hands. Moments later, they both radiated with power. Bria gripped a long broadsword, far larger than Koji’s mystical weapons. Bowin wielded a war hammer as a wide grin spread across his face.

They all stood in the center of the circle, surrounded by candles, their eyes on the Oracle. She took another look at each of them before addressing Koji. “The power of the creator burns throughout this circle, but it burns strongest with you, the torchbearer.”

Koji allowed the swords to vanish from his hands. “Then it begins tomorrow.”

The Oracle’s blue eyes sparkled like the fire diamonds. “It has already begun.”
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The sun had not yet risen over the old Avarix city on the distant horizon, but Koji lifted his head to the dawn sky and savored the feeling of the new day against his skin. His wounds had all but healed. He closed his eyes and reflected on the past few days—the boy, the Oracle, the battle with the creator, the fire diamonds, and most importantly, Kotori.

Koji opened his eyes and surveyed the mining crater. The massive Rodraku ship loomed behind the enormous device that the Regent called Shardraku’s Flame, the instrument that Tarquin would use to destroy the planet. To the right of the energy drill, on the other side of the crater, Koji could see Kotori, chained to a wooden post and awaiting her execution.

He jerked against his shackles as anger coursed through him. Like the other Avarix slaves lining the rim of the crater, Koji’s hands and feet had been bound by chains to a metal loop anchored in the ground. The Rodraku had gone through a great deal of trouble to ensure their slaves had a firsthand view of the destruction of their homeworld. Tarquin clearly placed a significant amount of importance on ceremony.

Most of the Avarix glued their eyes to the drill, but Koji watched Kotori. A simple black dress covered her body from her neckline to her knees. She wore no jewelry or makeup.

Masato was chained to the post beside her, wearing nothing but bruises and the loincloth of a slave. Lines of blood streaked across Masato’s head, which had been shaved bald.

Kotori raised her head, and Koji’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of her face.

Despite his bonds, he was able to remove the fire diamond from the clothing around his waist and grip it in his hand, though he did not ignite it. The Oracle had instructed him to wait for the right time.

Chains rattled on all sides of him. Children whimpered as their parents barely stifled moans.

The Rodraku soldiers kept a watchful eye from behind the slaves, their rifles in hand. They had already shot and killed a few unruly Avarix this morning.

Tarquin stood resplendent between Kotori and Masato. The Regent wore a golden robe with red fringes and a gold breastplate etched with the face of his creator. He lifted his hands high into the air and spoke with thunderous volume in the Rodraku tongue. “Our victory has arrived. Today marks the culmination, the final triumph of our glorious creator over this wretched foe. Already our emperor has turned his eye to the Isari, the next to fall to the wrath of Shardraku!”

The soldiers let out a simultaneous shout, their rifles held above their heads.

Tarquin changed to the language of the Avarix. “All who oppose the Dragon shall fall. Count yourselves fortunate to bear witness to the limitless power of the ultimate creator.”

Koji scanned the area for Takeo. He did not see the one-eyed slave or his family, though the Rodraku ship blocked a large portion of his view.

Of the four other Avarix hiding fire diamonds within the folds of their meager clothes, Ro stood the closest to him, about twenty people to Koji’s right. Bowin and Bria were together farther away on Koji’s left, and Sonya watched him from across the crater, not nearest to Kotori. They all followed the Oracle’s instructions—showing hopeless obedience until the time to strike. All except for Bowin, from whom silence would only draw suspicion. He had muttered curses and insults under his breath as the Rodraku herded the Avarix into position.

“Fellow Rodraku,” the Regent Tarquin said in his native language, “Tavio Masato has confessed to sowing heresy in our people, and in my own home. The punishment for this crime is death.”

The soldiers hurled insults at Masato. Koji could easily recognize the Rodraku words. They’re calling him a traitor.

The Regent raised his hand, and the Rodraku fell silent. “And in display of our loyalty to the creator, I sacrifice my own daughter, who has failed in her obedience to our code. Her death will be a symbol of my—of our—undying devotion. For the glory of Shardraku.”

The soldiers shouted in unison. “For the glory of Shardraku!”

Kotori struggled against her bonds. Tarquin approached his daughter. She winced as her father brushed a wisp of hair behind her ear and said something into it.

Koji’s heart pounded. The thought of watching Kotori killed before his eyes, as he stood chained to his dying planet, tempted him to abandon any previous plan. If he ignited his powers now, he could possibly save her before Tarquin had time to stop him.

He gazed at the wide expanse of the crater—a huge chasm between him and Kotori—and at the multitude of soldiers he would have to fight to get around it.

He had to be patient. He had to have faith.

Masato shouted something Koji could not discern, but the Regent ignored it. Instead, he strode to the edge of the crater and raised his hands. “The moment has arrived. Let our final victory begin.”

The Rodraku drill came alive with a low roar, which increased as several lights flashed across the outer hull. Hydraulics hummed as the pointed end slowly split apart. The lights all descended toward the mouth of the drill. The noise became deafening.

A field of light gathered at the opening, an orange-and-red flame so bright that it could burn the eyes. The light expanded, then shot to the planet with a resounding boom. A cloud of dirt rose from the crater, blowing into Koji’s face. He broke out in a furious sweat from the blistering heat. A high-pitched noise shattered the air. It reminded Koji of the screech of the Red Phoenix.

The air cleared as the energy drill carved into the planet, most of the dirt instantly incinerated by the beam. Vibrations from the machine caused the ground to shake violently. The Avarix struggled against their chains. Rodraku soldiers backed away and marched in the direction of the hangar.

Kotori’s words echoed in Koji’s mind. With the destruction of his planet underway, the Rodraku would evacuate. He could not see the hangar, but no doubt a huge carrier ship awaited Tarquin’s soldiers, ready to return them to their homeworld of Kyrdraku.

Across the crater, Kotori cried out to her father, though Koji could not hear her over the drill. Tarquin ignored his daughter as he beheld his ultimate victory, his open hands lifted to the sky.

He’s going to do it. He’s going to let her die!

The chains dug into Koji’s skin as he tried with all his strength to pull himself free of his bonds. His blood seeped around the Rodraku metal and dripped onto the ground of Avarios.

The fire diamond was still in his hand. Koji tried to concentrate, to center his mind, and to call on the power of Ryos, the Reborn Creator. He closed his eyes, clenched his teeth, and squeezed the diamond.

Nothing happened.

“No!” Koji opened his fingers. A flat blue rock lay in the middle of his bloody, dirty palm. It had the shape of his mystical diamond, but the flame inside was gone.

Koji dropped to his knees. The slaves around him screamed, but their cries sounded as if miles away. The stone rolled off his fingers onto the ground. His muscles surrendered. He made a desperate attempt to look at Kotori again, to see her face one last time.

His vision blurred. The world became vague blobs of moving colors, like paint splattered on a canvas of noise. The planet rumbled beneath him as his inner world collapsed.

I have failed her.

The shaking of the ground increased. Every breath pulled dirt into Koji’s mouth. He raised his head as he coughed.

The sun peaked over the horizon, spilling its light across the planet. On the ground in front of him, something sparkled like a blue star.

Koji grabbed the fire diamond and brought it close to his face. The flames had returned to the mystical stone, more radiant than ever before.

The ground jerked and knocked Koji onto his side, as if the planet itself had pulsed. The movement jarred the other Avarix off their feet as well, along with many Rodraku soldiers. Whether standing or on the ground, all froze and stared into the crater.

The energy drill rattled, the enormous machine leaning one way, then the other as if being pushed around by a powerful wind.

Koji staggered to his feet, chains still holding him in place.

In the center of the crater, at the place where the energy beam met the ground, the light changed from red to blue. The blue light crawled up the energy beam, making a bit of progress, getting pushed back, then gaining a little more height than before.

The ground pulsed again. The blue climbed higher, nearing the mouth of the drill.

Our planet. It’s fighting back.

The third pulse was so powerful that the ground fell out from under Koji’s feet. A moment later, it sprang back to catch him. The shock sent Koji to his knees again.

The blue energy jolted up into the mouth of the Rodraku weapon. The sound of the drill changed from the high-pitched noise to a gargantuan roar.

The drill shook and swayed, then lost power. Koji’s mind flashed to a distant memory of his childhood, when he’d watched the Rodraku forces cut down the last of the vegetation in this area. The energy drill tilted like a dead tree, pausing for one last moment in the light before crumbling beneath its own weight. A cloud of dust rose from the crater.

Now.

The fire diamond dissipated in Koji’s hands and the blue energy swept over him. His arms burned with the power, followed by his torso and legs. The flames flooded over his face and into his eyes, his mind, fire igniting in his soul. Koji’s shackles dissolved around his wrists as the swords formed in his hands.

Koji whirled his weapons. With a few swings he freed more than ten nearby slaves. “Now is your time! Rise up and fight!”

Ro glowed with the power of the Phoenix. His hands radiated with blue orbs, breaking the chains that held his fellow Avarix. He freed an older slave, who stood hunched over even after his bonds were broken. A gradual smile spread across the man’s wrinkled face.

The next moment, a blast from a Rodraku rifle punched a hole through his sternum. But the Avarix died smiling, a free man.

Koji bellowed and charged the soldier who had fired the shot. His hands vibrated as his swords deflected the blasts from the enemy’s rifle. The blue fire surged through his veins. Koji leaped through the air and brought his mystical weapons down on the soldier. The energy swords pierced the Rodraku armor.

Koji stared at his handiwork. He had never witnessed Rodraku armor breached before—the only dead bodies he had ever seen had belonged to his own race. But the blood of the Rodraku ran as red as the Avarix when it spilled over the sand.

Koji spun and dashed in the direction of the compound. He could not see Kotori through the battle. The freed Avarix were fighting with anything they could find—rocks, broken chains, their own battered bodies.

He fought his way through the chaos. Through the thick of the battle, he caught a glimpse of the post to which Kotori had been bound, but he saw neither her nor Masato.

Koji slashed at the dragon soldiers who impeded his path as he raced toward the compound, the gate of the outer wall looming ahead. A blast of pain ripped through his shoulder. He staggered but retained his balance and kept moving. The phoenix energy surrounding him had absorbed most of the damage.

Another blast struck him in the back and sent him to the ground. He twisted and saw two soldiers charging him, their rifles trained on his face.

Two successive blue bolts struck the soldiers’ breastplates. The arrows held their places in the chests of the Rodraku, then disintegrated as the soldiers hit the ground.

Koji jumped to his feet. Sonya sprinted toward him. As she ran, she drew the string of her vivid blue bow. An arrow materialized on the string, then flew from the weapon. It found its mark between the eyes of a Rodraku soldier charging at her from the side.

“Where is Kotori?” Koji asked.

Sonya drew the bow again and fired another shot over Koji’s head. She gave him a quick glance. “They took her to the palace. Go!”

Koji ran toward the compound, knowing every second could be the difference between life and death for Kotori. If only the fire diamond would grant him wings so he could reach her in time.

The outer gate was unguarded. The blue flames that enveloped him felt ready to explode with power as Koji dashed through the gate and started up the high, stone staircase leading to the Regent’s palace.
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Tarquin stood before the throne, shielding his body with Kotori’s as he held an energy pistol to her head. A glistening, golden image of the Dragon Creator covered the wall behind him. Wisps of long black hair clung to Tarquin’s sweaty face. “Don’t come any closer.”

Koji stopped between the red pillars that reached to the copper-and-green ceiling. He kept his power ignited.

A chilling silence filled the room. Two of the Regent’s personal guards took position at the base of the red-carpeted steps leading to the throne. One of the guards aimed his energy rifle at Koji. The other fixed his weapon on Masato, who knelt in the center of the golden floor.

Tarquin used the Rodraku language. “Drop the swords or she dies.”

Koji opened his fingers and held up his hands. The swords vanished, though the field of blue energy remained around his body. “Don’t do this,” he said in the dragon tongue. “You are defeated, but you don’t need to die, and neither does she.”

Tarquin scowled. “Defeated? You filth can never defeat the glorious creator. Our emperor will descend upon this planet with a cleansing wrath of dragon’s fire that you cannot imagine.”

“All the more reason for you to let her go.” Koji took a cautious step toward the throne.

“Stop!” Tarquin gripped Kotori tighter. His hand trembled as he pressed the gun to her head. “She is a traitor to her race, her family, and her creator. My resolve is tested, and I shall not falter. If I die today, I will first demonstrate my devotion to Shardraku.”

Kotori cried out, her voice choked by the tight grip of her father.

Tarquin closed his eyes and mouthed silent words.

“No!” Koji dashed toward the throne. The guard adjusted his aim.

Masato swung his left arm and spun from his kneeling position. He seized the arm of the man guarding him, wrenched his gun away, and fired a blast into the chest of the other soldier. The man dropped in a heap. Masato slammed his fist into the guard behind him.

Tarquin roared and aimed his pistol at Masato. Kotori jerked free from her father’s grasp.

As he rushed forward, Koji reached his empty right hand over his shoulder, then thrust it forward. A sword of blue energy materialized in his hand an instant before he opened his fingers. The blade carved through the air like a shooting star. The Regent squeezed the trigger as the weapon pierced his golden cuirass, splitting the head of the dragon. Tarquin fell back into the throne, the life gone from his eyes.

A shot echoed throughout the throne room. Masato dropped to the floor, clutching his stomach. Koji hurled his second sword into the heart of the dazed Rodraku guard before the man could react. The guard fell over dead.

His phoenix energy dissipated. The fire diamond materialized and fell to the floor. Koji leaped up the stairs to get to Kotori.

As soon as he was close, Kotori threw her arms around Koji, and he held her tight.

Suddenly, Kotori pulled away. “Masato.”

Her teacher lay still at the foot of the steps. Koji and Kotori hurried to his side. The smell of burned flesh rose from the gaping hole in his stomach.

Masato’s eyes opened when Kotori laid her hand on his cheek. He coughed, and a trickle of dark blood escaped the side of his mouth. “Kotori . . .”

Kotori gasped. “Teacher, be still. I’ll get the medicine kit.”

Masato gripped her hand as he coughed again. “Stay with me. I do not have much longer.” He focused on Koji. “There is something you need to know.”

Koji looked at him in surprise. “Me?”

Masato managed a nod. “I have never witnessed the type of devotion that your mother showed the day I found you on Varus. The way she clutched you to her breast awakened something inside of me I had never felt before. I knew she would give her life a thousand times for yours. With her dying breath, she begged me to spare you.”

“My mother . . .” Koji began in confusion. “You . . . saved me?”

Masato’s voice was weak, no more than a whisper. “She saved me.” He closed his eyes, still clutching Kotori’s hand.

“No!” Kotori cried out. She lay her head on his chest. “Please, don’t leave me,” she begged. “I can’t lose you.”

Masato drew in a long, slow breath. “I have nothing more . . . to teach you. Thank you, sweet . . . child.” Masato’s eyes drew shut, and his head lolled. With a strangled sob, Kotori began to weep over the body of her teacher.

Koji placed a hand on Kotori’s shoulder. She regarded him with glistening eyes. “I’m okay. I just need a few moments . . . to say goodbye.”

Koji nodded and turned away, allowing Kotori her time of grief.

His fire diamond glistened on the carpeted steps before the Rodraku throne. Koji picked it up. Inside the gem, the fire burned with as much beauty as ever.

The light of a new day filled the compound as Koji stepped out of the main door of the palace. The Avarix slaves stood gathered in the courtyard at the bottom of the stone staircase.

He stood in amazement at the sight. Men, women, and children were cheering. Scattered among them were the others who wielded fire diamonds, holding their mystical weapons above their heads. Behind them, the destroyed Rodraku energy drill smoldered inside the crater.

Koji tilted his head to the sky and ignited his phoenix power. There would be many more battles to fight. The Rodraku Emperor would move upon them with swift and brutal vengeance. Shardraku—and three other creators—demanded that Avarios be destroyed.

But for the first time in Koji’s life, he had hope. His people had hope.

Koji lifted the fiery swords high, and his people cheered louder.
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Avan looked peaceful from space, sparkling blue against the backdrop of the green Isari homeworld. Song pitched her ship toward the moon, cautious as she adjusted her movements. Her left arm hung lifeless at her side, which made piloting the Talon more difficult. The drones, she knew, would await her when she breached the atmosphere.

Song engaged the thrusters. She saw no sign of the other Jinsai, which meant they were already on the surface of Avan. She hoped she had not arrived too late.

As she neared Avan’s atmosphere, the Talon’s interface outlined the island on Song’s HUD and blinked a confirmation. Tiny dots appeared in the ocean around the home of the outcasts, like bugs crawling across the screen.

“Arm missiles. Divert all auxiliary power to forward shields. Full thrusters.” Her best chance would be to blitz through the drones as fast as possible. Once enough of them locked onto her Talon, she would be obliterated.

The HUD identified the inbound drone fighters. Song didn’t bother counting to verify that the swarm of drones flying straight for her ship outnumbered her by a great margin. She wondered if the unmanned fighters had any programming for self-preservation. She would find out soon enough.

Yellow target-trackers locked onto the two lead drones and changed to red. Song thrust out her right fist.

She held course, chasing her missiles as they pursued their targets. The mass of Isari fighters broke off into multiple formations, each group veering in a different direction. In the void created by their maneuvers, she could see the island straight ahead.

The missiles found their targets, but the detonations seemed minor in comparison to the onslaught of enemies. As the Talon whizzed past the two explosions, her HUD indicated Isari drones locking onto her from all sides.

“All auxiliary power to rear shields.”

Nothing remained between Song and the island, which grew larger by the second.

The drones opened fire. She could not see them, but her HUD flashed with alerts. Her shields fell to 80 percent . . . 70 percent . . . 50 percent.

She could see the waves pushing onto the beach. Trees took shape on the mountains. The communications relay tower stretched high into the sky, as if reaching out for her.

And in the distance, there was smoke. Too much smoke. She feared what that meant.

Energy blasts bombarded her hull. The Talon’s shields dropped to 30 percent.

“All power to thrusters.”

The shield indicator disappeared. Song threw her weight forward. The Talon jolted as the thrusters pushed harder.

The ship quaked, and she shifted her weight back and forth in a blind attempt to dodge the drones’ fire. Her HUD flashed red. The alarm blared.

An explosion rocked her hull. The ship careened left, nearly knocking her off-balance, despite the anchor of the energy grid.

Song regained her footing. The beach rushed toward her, and she caught sight of the village.

It was on fire.

“Reverse thrusters!” She jumped back with everything she had.

The Talon shook as if ready to burst apart. Alerts and explosions drowned out all other sounds. The beach spun in her HUD.

She had no choice. “Eject!”

The platform launched her into the afternoon sky. Behind her, the Talon burst into fiery wreckage. The shock wave heaved her forward.

She tumbled through the air. Water, land, and sky alternated places in her vision. She balled herself up and braced for impact.

She plunged into the ocean. A sharp pain shot through her left arm as her body tumbled in the waves. Song fought for breath. Salt water filled her eyes and mouth. She flailed in a desperate attempt for control, but the waves were too strong.

Song’s feet brushed against something. She reached for it with her toes but could not find it again. Another wave tipped her body sideways once more, and she felt sand beneath her fingertips. She pushed against it with all her strength.

Her head rose above the waves as the tide shoved her straight ahead. Song rolled several times across the sand, then came to her knees. She coughed up mouthfuls of salt water. When she could, she raised her head and gazed upon the beach.

She had reached Avan.
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“Your deaths are foregone conclusions.” Lila stood in the middle of the village, surrounded by the outcasts. Three other Jinsai stood behind Lila as if she were their commander. Her armor shone in the fading sunlight.

Tora stood next to her, pistols drawn and ready at her sides, a smile on her face. The other two Jinsai were Yumi and Midori, fine warriors whom Song had once considered friends.

She watched from the trees on the outskirts of the village. The Isari modifications to her armor provided camouflage.

The outcasts showed no sign of resistance. They bore no weapons, not even their gardening tools. Many clutched children to their chests. They all watched the Jinsai with wide, fearful eyes. Daria hid behind her mother’s legs.

Farzan stood out among them, facing the Jinsai with his arms crossed. Behind him, one of the larger huts burned. Black smoke lifted into the blue sky.

Lila approached the old man. “I have come here to finish what my sister could not. We will grant swift ends to your miserable lives with blades blessed by our victorious creator.” She moved in close to Farzan. “But in exchange for that mercy, you must provide the codes to the tower shields.”

Farzan raised his chin. “No. We are not participants in this war. If our deaths are to come today, we won’t leave behind a legacy of betrayal that would tarnish our mission of peace.”

Lila raised her voice. “One way or another, we will destroy the tower. You know we are capable. I offer you mercy in exchange for saving us the time.”

Farzan said nothing.

“So be it.” Lila pulled her dagger and slashed Farzan across the chest.

Blood seeped through his shirt. He clutched the wound and grunted in pain.

“Kill them,” Lila commanded.

“Stop.” Song emerged from the trees and approached the Jinsai.

The circle of outcasts parted to make way for her. Tremors ran across her skin as the Isari materials in her armor shifted, no longer camouflaging her body with the colors of the jungle. Her arm throbbed. She tried to hide the weakness.

“Sister.” Lila scoffed. “I saw your ship explode and wasn’t sure if you survived. Have you come to make amends for past transgressions?”

Song cast her eyes in every direction. Except for Lila, the Jinsai all had their pistols drawn.

Song guessed the burning of the hut had been intended to instill fear in the outcasts. She doubted they would torture the villagers, though she could not pretend to know Lila’s limits. Her sister spoke as if she would not hesitate, and Shardraku’s Code forbade lies. Deception was a trait of the Serpent.

Song stopped a few paces away from the Jinsai. “Don’t do this. You don’t need to destroy these people.”

Lila pulled her own pistol and aimed at Song. “Do you have the code for the tower shields?”

Song shook her head. “I do not.”

“Then you shall watch them die.” Lila swung her pistol back to Farzan, who knelt on the ground in pain.

“No!” Song’s cry seemed to thunder across the island. Then she realized it wasn’t only her voice, but also a terrible roar coming from the beach.

The ground rumbled. The trees shook.

The Jinsai stumbled but kept their footing. There was another massive roar. Louder. Closer.

Everything fell silent for a heartbeat.

Song readied herself for what she knew was to come.

Three leviathans crashed through the pass between the beach and the mountains, toppling over each other in a mass of scales and teeth and bellowing roars. Each was larger than the beast Song had battled days earlier.

“Jinsai, attack!” Tora fired her energy pistols in the direction of the creatures.

The leviathans slithered fast across the ground. They reached the village in an instant, demolishing the buildings on the outer perimeter.

Villagers screamed and scattered. The Jinsai charged at the monsters, concentrating their fire on the creatures’ heads. To Song, everything moved in slow motion.

Jasmina clutched Daria’s hand and rushed to Farzan, dragging the child along beside her. She quickly helped him up and led them both away.

Song considered hiding as well but thought better of it. The leviathans would destroy everything and everybody in their pursuit of the Rodraku. She had no choice.

She raised her pistol and fired at the beasts as she ran to fight alongside the Jinsai.

Tora drew one of the behemoths in her direction, challenging the monster by herself. Yumi and Midori flanked another, one attacking the leviathan’s head when it lunged at the other. The third leviathan surged toward Lila.

Song was at her younger sister’s side in a flash. Lila caught the monster with two successive blasts to the face. The beast reeled back. Lila pressed forward.

“Hold.” Song reached for her sister, but her left arm moved too slowly.

The leviathan’s tail whipped around into Song and Lila, propelling them into the air and crashing through the wall of a wooden shed. A cloud of dust and splinters surrounded them.

Song couldn’t see her sister. She couldn’t see anything. “Lila!” Song struggled to her feet.

The younger Jinsai coughed and emerged from the dust.

The leviathan screeched and dove forward. But suddenly a spear caught the beast on the left side of the head, piercing its hide. The creature faltered right, then slithered in the direction of the attack.

Song and Lila leaped out of the shed. Song’s eyes darted to the right, searching for her rescuer.

Jasmina was backing away from the monster. Her hands gripped another makeshift spear. The leviathan tilted from one side to the other, sizing up its prey.

Song ran to the leviathan, leaped onto its back, and raced up the scales toward its head. The creature rose into the air as if preparing for a downward strike.

Her boots slipped as the leviathan straightened its back. Song reached out with her good arm and gripped one of the horns running along the beast’s spine.

Her left arm burned with pain. Her pistols were gone, lost when she was thrown through the shed wall.

Song reached for the dagger on her hip with her left arm, the divine weapon that she had drawn a thousand times.

It wasn’t there.

Jasmina pitched her spear at the leviathan, catching it in the mouth. The monster jerked back. Song lost her grip and fell to the ground. The behemoth towered over her, blocking out the sun.

Song rolled to her feet. “Jasmina, run!” She couldn’t check to see if the Isari doctor obeyed. She couldn’t afford to take her eyes off the beast, which was preparing to attack. Song braced herself for the strike.

Energy blasts hit the leviathan on its face. The attack had come from its other side.

Lila.

The leviathan turned and advanced toward the young Jinsai. Song lurched forward, favoring her left arm. Her body was battered and bruised. She had no weapons. She was helpless to stop it.

“Lila!” she cried out. “Use your dagger!”

Her sister kept her eyes on the leviathan.

Behind her, huts burned as the Jinsai waged war against the other monsters. Smoke and screams filled the sky. The taste of ash and blood ran thick in the air. A few villagers hurled tools at the monsters.

The leviathan pulled itself into a coil. It dodged Lila’s blasts, angling its head for an attack.

Song dragged her body forward. “Lila, wait for the strike and use your blade.”

Lila kept firing. The animal pitched back, as if daring her to come closer.

“For Shardraku!” Lila dashed forward with her guns held high, firing at the creatures’ eyes. The leviathan hesitated a heartbeat, then struck.

Lila stepped right to elude the beast’s fearsome jaws. She spun as she drew her dagger and sank it between the creature’s eyes.

The monster jerked up. Lila vaulted onto its head, using the embedded dagger as an anchor. The leviathan thrashed back and forth, but Song could see the light fading from its eyes. Lila never let go of the blade, even when the creature’s life surrendered and it crashed to the ground.

The impact raised a thick cloud of dirt. Smoke and debris choked away the light of dusk. The beast lay still for a few moments before Lila withdrew the dagger, placed it into the sheath, and jumped down from the leviathan’s head. She rolled along the ground and gathered her pistols. Sweat poured from her face and trickled off her short hair. She knelt for a moment with her weapons in her hands, then her eyes locked on Song.

Lila struggled to her feet and pointed both guns at Song. The raging fires blurred the world behind her. “Your time is over, traitor. You are my sister no longer. Behold the vengeance of our glorious creator.”

Song’s body trembled. She knew she couldn’t move quickly enough to dodge Lila’s fire, not in her condition. “Do what you must.”

Behind Lila, a leviathan’s head emerged through the towering cloud of flame and smoke.

“Look out!” Song yelled.

Lila spun as the beast struck. She tried to leap away, but the monster’s teeth clamped onto her side.

The leviathan lifted her into the air. Its head appeared to float within the smoke, clutching Lila in its jaws.

The creature froze. Its jaw loosened. Lila tumbled out of its mouth and dropped to the ground. The monster let out a terrible shriek, then fell, its body collapsing over the carcass of the beast Lila had killed.

Tora stood atop the leviathan’s head. She yanked a spear from the back of its skull and glared at Song. Blood and sweat streamed lines in the dirt and ash on her skin. As usual, she was smiling. “I have always wondered which of us was the better fighter, Song. Now we shall find out.”

“Jasmina, please help my sister.” Song kept her eyes on Tora. If the doctor heard her request, she would comply. “I am unarmed, Tora. Does it bring glory to your creator to defeat me with such an advantage?”

Tora cast the spear aside and made for Song, bouncing on her feet as she raised her fists.

Song’s left arm hung limp at her side. She circled left to keep her right arm between herself and the Jinsai, willing her exhausted, beaten body to keep moving.

Tora vaulted into the air with a high jump-kick. Song dodged left. The kick grazed her cheek. She countered with a fast sidekick to Tora as she landed. Tora’s armor absorbed most of the blow, though she stumbled a little.

Song whirled and swung her right leg at Tora’s knees. The Jinsai dodged. Her right cross caught Song in the jaw like a hammer. Song hit the ground hard, then rolled away from Tora’s attempt to stomp her skull.

Song came to her feet as Tora attacked with multiple tornado kicks toward her left side. Song danced back, and she tripped over a slab of wood on the ground.

She caught herself before she fell, but Tora’s last kick connected with her left arm. Blinding pain shot through her body.

Song teetered on the point of collapse, her consciousness threatening to slip away.

“You are weakened, then.” Tora gathered herself into a combat stance. “A disappointment, but so be it. I will complete my mission, but I promise you their deaths will be swift. Goodbye, Song.” Tora pulled her dagger and lunged.

Song fell to her knees. She willed her left arm to block the attack. The muscles cried out in protest but obeyed. Song felt the pull in her body come to life again, the same energy she had experienced in the dark cell.

I am a warrior of light.

The dagger sank into Song’s left forearm. Blood spurted from the wound. Song did not feel the pain but instead rose up and caught Tora in the face with an uppercut that sent the Jinsai reeling.

Song drew the dagger from her arm, spun, and stabbed Tora in the chest. The blade pierced the Jinsai armor with ease.

Tora remained standing, disbelief in her eyes. She looked at Song, then at her wound, then to Song again. Her eyes glazed over. The corners of her lips twitched, then Tora fell dead.
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“Song,” Jasmina said as she knelt and placed a bandage over Lila’s gaping wound. “She is asking for you.”

Song knelt at her sister’s side. The bleeding had stopped. Lila coughed and struggled to open her eyes.

“Will she live?” Song asked.

Jasmina nodded. “She needs medical attention. I have stopped the bleeding inside and outside of her body. This will hold for some time, but she will need more soon.”

Lila tried to sit up but failed. She reached out a trembling arm. “S-Song . . .”

Song’s breath caught. Emotion flooded through her. “Lila. What is it?”

“S-Song . . .” Lila’s voice was faint but firm. “K-kill me, traitor. I am your . . . enemy.”

Song’s heart sank as she wiped dirt and blood from her sister’s forehead. “We are going to get you help.”

“If she stays here,” Jasmina warned, “more leviathans will come, and if we send her to Isarion, they will kill her.”

“Then we must return her to the Rojin,” Song said. “I’m sorry, but I need your ship.”

“You will have it,” a familiar voice said from behind her.

Song looked over her shoulder to see Farzan. The old man stood slightly bent over, a hand over his chest, though his wound had been bandaged. “We must act fast,” he said. “I didn’t activate the distress signals, but Isarion will realize what has happened. The soldiers will be here soon.”

“No.” Lila struggled with every word, but the defiance was strong in her voice. “I am your enemy. You must destroy me. I will not suffer your mercy.”

A deep sadness filled Song’s heart. “That is your code, sister. Your law, not mine.”

Lila glared at Song, her teeth clenched and her face quivering with fury. After a moment, her head drooped and her eyes closed, but she kept breathing.

Song helped Jasmina apply medicine and bandages to the wounds across Lila’s torso. The Isari doctor gave the young Jinsai a sedative to slow her bodily processes and allow more time before further medical attention would be needed.

When Jasmina finished, Song took out the photograph of Lila as a little girl, smiling and holding the dragon flower. Song ran her fingers over the image one final time, then tucked it into the compartment in Lila’s armor. She hoped her sister would discover the picture before any other Rodraku found it.

They carried Lila to the outcasts’ ship and placed her on board. With Farzan acting as a translator, the outcast mechanic helped Song program the ship’s computer. It would exit the moon’s atmosphere, then engage its hyperdrive to jump to Dalara. Once there, the ship would broadcast the Jinsai distress code. The Rodraku would receive the code and seize the ship. Lila would survive.

When Lila’s ship passed beyond their vision, Song faced the gathered outcasts. Most of the fires from the battle had burned out. Three Jinsai lay dead amidst the bodies of a few Isari and the leviathans.

“Will you bury the Jinsai?” Song asked. “I know they were your enemies . . .”

Farzan placed a hand on her shoulder. “We shall show them every honor that is customary of your race.”

“Thank you.” Song nodded.

“It is we who should thank you.” Farzan smiled.

“And you should let me help your arm.” Jasmina gestured for Song to kneel.

The doctor applied a generous amount of salve to the wound, then wrapped it in a bandage. It reminded Song of her first day on Avan. It seemed so long ago.

Daria watched Song with big eyes and said something in the Isari tongue.

“She asks where you will go,” Jasmina said as she finished wrapping the bandage.

Song smiled at the little girl who had once saved her life, then she waved her hand across the sky. The smoke had cleared away in time for the colors of the sunset. Deep purples and blues painted the heavens.

The little girl beamed in return. She reached into her pocket and drew out a white flower. She held it out to Song.

Song solemnly received the gift and placed it in the sheath on her hip, which had previously held the divine dagger. She nodded and smiled again at the child.

She then collected her pistols and said her goodbyes to the outcasts. Farzan and the mechanic—she had never caught his name—assured her that Lila’s Talon was fully charged for the journey and equipped with a beacon that would prevent the drones from attacking it. Song climbed into the cockpit and gave one last look at the people who had rescued her. “Engage thrusters.”

Minutes after liftoff, the island shrank to a small green dot in the middle of a vast, blue sea. Song turned her eyes to the stars. Her heart felt heavy, though she knew she could not stay with them any more than she could return to Kyrdraku.

Arsalan’s face entered her thoughts, as did his words of a power stronger than the creator, a power that sought a different end than total destruction. She felt the pull within her again, as she had in the cell. If such a power existed, she would learn of its will. She would find a new code.

Green words flashed across the HUD.

Input destination.

Song gazed past the display into the vastness of space. For the first time in her life, she did not know where she would go next.

But she still felt the pull inside her. For now, that was enough.

“Prepare hyperdrive.”
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The medallion hanging from Valik’s neck wasn’t as heavy as he had expected. He looked down at it, observing the shimmering image of Tyr’s head next to a row of five planets running along one side of the medallion. The tiniest slant in the creator’s eye gave it the appearance of focusing on the planet in the middle.

Gunmir. How much longer will it last?

Lara approached with a clay bowl in her hands, steam wafting off the top. She placed the bowl on the table before him. The murky liquid sloshed and gave off a pleasant smell.

“You’re going to need those paws tomorrow. Here.” Lara took Valik’s hands and placed them in the warm water. The bleeding from his knuckles had stopped, but they were still swollen from the chieftain’s melee.

“Bravo, Lara,” Halvor said. “I thought he was going to ogle that thing until the war machines came!” The former chieftain grinned with fewer teeth than when he had started the day.

Some of the Magni chuckled. Valik laughed too.

They were gathered in a wooden cabin that now served as their mead hall. Outside the window, the snowstorm raged against the night sky. The scouts had made their reports. The war machines had regrouped after Heimsgar and located the passage to the Valley. In all likelihood, a blackblood army with numbers unlike anything the Magni had ever seen would be upon them by the middle of the next day.

Valik and the others on his council had made what plans they could, and now nothing was left except the battle they all knew would be their last, the final stand of the Magni. “I’m sorry you didn’t have the medallion long enough to get a good look at it, Halvor,” Valik quipped.

That brought more laughter, from all but Wartooth, who sat alone at the end of a table with his head down, tending to his mug.

The melee had been bloody and long, as Valik had expected. Halvor had not let go of his position willingly, though like Rolf before him, the former chieftain raised the hand of his successor and cheered Valik’s name when the fight ended. The rest of the Clan of the Last Men had cheered as well.

The Clan of the Last Men.

Valik thought about the name as he surveyed the room. Why had they given themselves—the defenders of the Valley of the Spirit—a name like that? It was as if they expected their race to die.

And yet, he thought the name appropriate. They hadn’t bothered to send out scouts or messenger birds to call for help from other Magni clans. They had given up hope that anybody else was out there.

Dag approached Valik and clapped him on the shoulder. “We’ll have to keep a close watch on our new chieftain,” Dag said to the room. “He’ll be carving his own face into that medallion if we give him half a chance.”

Lara joined the others’ laughter as she massaged Valik’s hands beneath the surface of the water. He could have sworn that a healing energy from her fingertips swam into the wounds, a magic that made him feel as if he could take on an entire army by himself.

“Thank you,” Valik said when Lara finished. His hands felt strong and new. He pulled them from the bowl and dried them on a cloth she had brought him. “For everything.”

Lara smiled.

Margit stood before the fire, encircled by many of the clansmen. “So Goran tumbles through the door, drunk as always, but this was drunker than I’ve ever seen him.” She waved a jokingly accusatory finger at the room. “I suppose I have many of you to thank for that.”

Several of the clansmen chuckled. Listening, Valik sat close to Lara and whittled away at the handle of his sword, using a knife he had scrounged from the camp’s ancient armory. He didn’t know yet what shape he intended to carve into the wood, but that never mattered. The work tended to let him know how it should turn out, and that was what he loved about it. He had never shown any signs of possessing magic, not by Magni standards, but to him the process was miraculous. He didn’t look at his hands but instead watched Margit. His fingers and the knife would settle what needed to be done on their own.

Margit went on, “So, Goran’s bouncing around, rambling about killing monsters or rescuing me or some blasted thing. I can hardly understand him—he’s slurring and stuttering so much. Suddenly, he tries to leap onto the bed like some great hero, only he doesn’t jump high enough. He slips and”—Margit clapped her hands together—“smacks his head on the bed frame! Knocked him out cold for a few seconds! By the time he wakes up, I’m laughing so hard I forget about being so tired and annoyed by him.”

Margit’s audience roared with laughter.

“Tyr have him and hold him,” Margit said, tears sparkling in her joyful expression, “that man loved to make me laugh. Loved to make all of us laugh. I loved him, and I miss him already.” Margit raised her cup. The rest of the clan did the same.

The storyteller’s widow took her seat, and a general uneasiness came over the room. Valik could feel it, like an emptiness that needed to be filled.

On any normal night for the Clan of the Last Men, silence was a foreign concept, something that existed in the space between the planets but had no place on Gunmir, not in a gathering of Magni warriors. This collection of men and women was always filled with shouts and laughs and lies and wooden mugs crashing together in celebration.

Valik’s fingers continued their work upon the handle of his sword. Something was beginning to take shape.

He searched his mind for words that wouldn’t come. Silence was dangerous. He needed his fighters in good spirits for the next day’s battle. If this was to be the last night that the Magni drew breath from the cold winds of Gunmir, it couldn’t end like this, with awkward silence.

Valik stopped whittling. He was about to set his sword and knife on the table when Odd appeared. The bald man carried an old, wooden instrument with a long neck and rusty strings to the place where Margit had stood.

To Valik’s astonishment, Odd took a seat and ran his fingers over the strings. Then, as if he had known this instrument his entire life, Odd began to play. The song did not resemble the lively tunes that generally filled Magni halls. It was a quiet piece, melancholy and slow, with the occasional note that sounded a bit out of place among the others, lending a slightly haunting feeling to the music.

A lump formed in Valik’s throat, but he did not know why. He felt a tug in his soul, not unlike the pull he had sensed on the day Halvor challenged Rolf, or when he had been lost in the blizzard and called out to Tyr for help. The music drew emotion from him so fast he hardly knew what was happening. Valik feared that on his first night as chieftain he might burst into tears before he could get control of himself.

Odd hit a new chord that shifted the mood of the music, lifting it to a hopeful place. Every head in the room rose at the sound, as if the new combination of tones had changed their collective state of mind. Nobody said a word as Odd continued to play. His fingers danced across the strings as if he was unaware of the people watching him.

“That’s a fine song,” Wartooth said with a low but powerful voice. He didn’t say it to anyone in particular. “A fine song, indeed.”

Judging from the heads snapping in attention across the room, Valik was not alone in his shock. Wartooth paid no mind to any of them. He took a long drink and closed his eyes as the music played on.

Valik shook his head in disbelief. Such words from Wartooth, of all people. Surely that proved this would be the last night of his life.

Lara was still at his side, looking at the sword handle. “What have you made there?”

Valik set down the knife and ran his fingers over the newly carved contours of the sword handle. Despite the numerous ridges and a few inevitable imperfections, the wood felt smooth. This was the most intricate work he had ever done.

To Valik, the handle resembled nothing at first, and to no surprise. He rarely checked the progress of the whittling and found that the work—while satisfying—often yielded nothing recognizable. No matter. After tomorrow, nobody will ever see it again.

But as Valik looked closer, a flash of firelight swept across the handle. A face stared back at him.

Lara leaned in and drew in a breath. “It’s beautiful, Valik. I can’t believe you just carved . . . that.”

Valik couldn’t believe it either. He studied the figure from every angle. Had he tried to recreate it so distinctly, had he been paying attention to his work, he doubted he could have ever come close to capturing it so well.

The frozen face of the hagaron stared back at him from the pommel of his sword, the weapon he would hold in his last battle.

The energy returned to his body, though this time not pulling toward anything, just reminding him it was there.
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The storm reached its peak the next day, a blizzard like Valik had never imagined. The snow on the ground piled so high it reached almost to his knees. He suspected the strong, biting winds might have toppled over warriors of a weaker race. Not us. Not the Magni. Not today.

The war machines rumbled in the distance like thousands of pounding drums. In the passage ahead of them, avalanches spilled down the mountainsides in extraordinary waves of power—the last work of the Guardians, slowing the war machines’ march toward the Valley.

The Magni had warred against the blackbloods for years. During that time, many heroes had buried countless androids in snowy, shallow graves. Those men and women had etched their names onto a history that would never be remembered. The Magni lived for war, after all, and the machines had brought war with them.

As Valik stood shoulder to shoulder alongside the few who remained of his race, he knew the war against the blackbloods would end here today. With no more battles to fight, the Clan of the Last Men would have no reason to exist. It’s fitting, in so many ways.

The new armor Mari had crafted from the remains of the hagaron fit Valik better than any he had ever worn. An amazing accomplishment by a master craftsman, especially considering the short amount of time she had been given. Mari had also constructed a circular shield from the beast’s red hide, its vicious teeth positioned along the border.

Despite the excellent armor, the weather managed to cut through and wrap icy fingers around his bones. But Valik did not mind. The cold represented everything he loved about his homeworld.

It should be tough. It should be hard, even for us, even at the end.

Sagr stood on Valik’s left. He touched the wolf’s head. Sagr looked at him and bared its teeth, not as a threat but as a call to arms.

The white hawk Syna screeched somewhere in the distance in front of them. There the two mountains created a choke point, which served as the final threshold into the Valley of the Spirit. Lara, who stood on Valik’s right, held up her arm. The hawk landed like a snowflake on her outstretched arm and stared into her eyes.

“They’re almost here.” Lara’s voice showed no trace of fear. “And they’ve got something . . . something I’ve never seen before.”

The rumble in the ground and the shaking of the mountains around them increased. Valik feared his entire clan might be buried beneath an avalanche before the blackbloods arrived to finish them off.

He snorted to himself at the idea, that the first and only battle under his chieftainship would end before it began because the Magni were defeated by snow.

At least nobody will be around afterward to speak of it.

Valik wondered if the war machines were capable of humor.

A few lorec roamed the area, though not half as many as had wandered between the walls of Heimsgar days before. Nobody seemed to know what had happened to the missing creatures. It was unlikely that they had died when the walls of Heimsgar fell. The lorec were too agile to be killed by something like that. Halvor had suggested that the beasts were elsewhere, preparing to mount their own attack on the android army. Valik liked that idea well enough.

Wartooth’s rathmaron had emerged through the narrow passage and into the Valley not an hour ago. The Magni had not seen it since the fall of Heimsgar. The rathmaron had lumbered up to Wartooth, who looked no more surprised to see the creature than it did to see him. Then it slowly circled around and faced the passage like the rest of them, ready for battle.

Valik surveyed his clansmen. The archers were in position. The battle lines were formed. Any Magni who could hold a weapon stood beside him. Only the youngest had stayed in the camp.

Even the shamans were among them, something Valik had never seen. None had ever doubted the mystical healers’ courage. Many shamans had died tending to the wounded while battles raged on around them, and there would be plenty of wounded here soon enough. The Magni, all Magni, were warriors first and above all else.

The rumbles grew deafening. “Where is Elise?” Valik asked.

Lara nodded to a ledge off to their right. “She took position with Dag, wanted to fight beside him today.”

“But you got a chance to . . .”

“Yes.” Lara set her jaw and kept her eyes forward. “We spoke.”

“Good.”

“And what about you?”

Valik looked at her with a confused expression.

Lara raised her eyebrows. “Do you have anything that you need to say to anybody?”

The ground was shaking again. “Oh, yes. I told Halvor I would die happy because I got to punch him one last time.”

Lara shook her head in annoyance. “You’re such an oaf, Valik.”

“I love—”

“I know.” She rolled her eyes. “You love it when I call you that.”

“Close.” Valik pulled her against him. “I love you, Lara. I always have.”

Lara’s eyes lit up and in them, Valik could see her power, her wild spirit, her beautiful soul. “I love you, too,” she said.

They kissed, pulling each other closer. Valik felt a passion that made him pity the unliving force coming to kill him. The androids would never know anything like this. He doubted they could even comprehend the lives they were about to destroy.

Wartooth’s battle cry caused Valik and Lara to turn their heads. Through the heavy snowfall, two large red dots appeared in the air. Sky fighters, Valik thought at first. But the way they moved was wrong—far too slow for the flying machines. This was something else.

The explosion sounded like the crumbling walls of Heimsgar. A head took shape around the glowing red dots—the eyes of an android far larger than any Valik had ever known to exist. A metal foot the size of a hagaron pushed through the passage and landed in the snow with a resounding boom.

“It’ll never fit through the choke point,” Lara said as they watched in stunned disbelief. “It’s way too—”

The monstrous war machine thrust two huge arms into the rock walls on either side of the passage. Large chunks of frozen rock exploded into the air. Several Magni on the ends of the battle lines leaped out of the way of the debris.

“Tyr’s fang . . .” Valik breathed.

The machine fired two blasts from its shoulders into the rock near the bottom of the passage. More of the mountain flew into the sky, causing Valik to shield his face against the falling rock.

Smaller war machines made their way through the pass, moving between the steps of the giant. There would be far more following behind this group.

This is just the tip of the sword.

Valik did not feel the fear he had anticipated the night before as he lay in bed. So this is what the end looks like.

His adrenaline surged, and he pointed his sword at the enemy. The hagaron stared back at him from the sword handle. Valik’s warriors would die like Magni, fighting in bitter cold against impossible odds, defending their homeworld and their glory. The machines might overwhelm them, but they would not best them. That was not possible, not while a Magni wore Tyr’s medallion around his neck.

Valik cocked back his head and bellowed his last words to his Wolf Creator, “We are the stone!”

The Last Men echoed in unison. Sagr howled. Lorec snarled. Lara gave her own battle cry, and he thanked the creator that he would die by her side.

They charged.
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Ahriman came to the garden alone, as Fallon knew he would. She heard his footsteps soften as he stepped off the stone walkway and onto the mulch path. She didn’t need to turn around. Instead, Fallon watched the sky—a moonless night, but with enough stars to give the light she needed. She thought of Shahin, wondering if the emotions would return, perhaps one last time before she did this terrible thing, the task she needed to complete. True love was a naiveté suited for princesses, not queens.

The birds abandoned their quiet songs as the Lord Protector approached. Ahriman cleared his throat. “This is highly irregular, Princess Demir.”

A breeze blew over Fallon’s face. The wind carried the smell of shadow roses, and she welcomed it as she had the songs of the birds, the touch of the prickly bushes, the dirt under her bare feet. Ahriman ruled at the war table, but Fallon knew this place better than anyone. She kept watching the sky. “I assume you got my note.”

“Tell me what you know about my son.” Ahriman’s tone betrayed annoyance but also fear.

“I know so much about your son, Ahriman Vartanian,” she said, “but I would’ve liked to have known more. Maybe you can tell me. How much did you know about him?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your son.” Fallon turned to face Ahriman. “What can you tell me about Shahin, Lord Protector? How well did you know him?”

Ahriman grimaced. “I don’t know what you’re up to—”

“Tell me.” Fallon’s voice rose.

Ahriman scanned both directions and motioned with his hands for Fallon to keep her voice low. “Shahin was a great pilot, an exemplary soldier, and an obedient son.”

“What else?”

Ahriman’s eyes narrowed. “What do you want, Fallon? I’ve tolerated your foolishness for far too long. If it wasn’t for the respect I had for your father—”

“We’re not talking about my father.” She would not back down. “I want you to prove to me that you knew who your son really was, what he loved, what he believed.”

“I knew everything about my son.”

Fallon scoffed. “If you knew everything about your son, you wouldn’t have come here. The note I left you proves it. You’re scared of what I know. And you should be, Ahriman Vartanian. You knew nothing about Shahin.”

“Get to the point.”

Fallon walked slowly to the shrubs lining the north wall of the garden. “I have a secret that would destroy your son’s reputation, even in death.”

“You’re lying,” Ahriman snapped. “What could you possibly know about him that would accomplish something like that?”

Fallon stopped near the wall and looked over her shoulder at Ahriman. “He was a worshipper of Cyra.”

The stars over Zorion revealed a blank expression on the Lord Protector’s face, except for his mouth, which hung slightly open. It was all Fallon needed to see.

Ahriman stiffened his expression. “I don’t believe it. You can’t prove that.”

Fallon shrugged. “Maybe or maybe not. Are you willing to risk it? I may not sit on the Isari throne, but my words hold enough influence to open an investigation. I think the senate would be particularly interested to know if the son of their leader truly did worship the creator, don’t you? They would wonder where he would have been exposed to something like that.”

Ahriman cast a nervous glance at the palace, then drew close to Fallon. “What is it that you want?”

She looked at him steadily. “My rightful throne.”

“Never. That’s far too high a price, and your behavior here only strengthens my resolve. You will never be queen.”

“Would it really be so different?” she asked. “Think about it, Lord Protector. The throne is not what it used to be. You’ve seen to that, I assume to undermine my authority should I ever wear the crown. You would retain a place at the war council. I could never exile you without raising concerns about my leadership. All you’re really giving me is my vote, which you know I deserve.”

“You’re cunning, I’ll grant you that,” Ahriman said. “But if it wouldn’t be so different, what’s the point of all this? If you cared for Shahin, why drag his name through the mud? Your voice is heard at the war council. You have the chance to present your strategies. The vote is little more than arbitrary, and you know that. Why do you want the throne so badly?”

“Because it’s mine.”

Fallon had said those words to herself on a thousand nights as she lay down to sleep. When the Isari ultimately won the war, it would be under the rule of House Demir, the bloodline that had given her people their greatest advantage. The people needed her now more than ever. Her father’s chair called to her.

Fallon ran her fingers across the leaves on the wall. A few summer berries remained on the vines, though most had withered and fallen.

“You know what they will call him, Ahriman,” she reminded him. “Even if your reputation survives the investigation. And, well, you have seemed a bit vulnerable lately, haven’t you?”

Her voice sharpened. “I’m asking only for what is mine, and in exchange, you’ll preserve the name of your son. Doesn’t Shahin deserve the same honor as Arash? Shouldn’t he have a hero’s funeral as well? If this information leaks out, they will call him traitor. Thousands . . . even millions . . . will spit on his grave and curse his memory. The son of the Lord Protector revealed as a worshipper of our despised creator. No Isari child would ever carry the name Shahin again.”

Fallon met his eyes. “So, do we have an understanding?”

Ahriman studied her. She hadn’t been lying about his efforts to remove power from the throne, and they both knew it. And as a member of the war council and a respected influence on the senate, Ahriman would still present a formidable threat to her authority.

It’s only his pride holding him back. Pride in being the Lord Protector is struggling against his love for Shahin.

Fallon knew his decision before he said it.

“No, Fallon.”

She continued to look at him as she leaned into the wall of vines. “You know I wasn’t bluffing, right?”

“I know,” Ahriman said. Victory returned to his voice. “Your father always kept his word.”

Fallon gave him a gentle nod. “If you will not preserve Shahin’s honor, I wonder if you will at least give him justice.”

“What are you talking about?” demanded Ahriman.

“I know who sabotaged the Mirza’s navigational systems.”

The Lord Protector’s nostrils flared. “And you’ll tell me? Why?”

“Whether you acknowledge it or not,” Fallon lifted her chin, “I am the rightful queen of Isarion. I will not tolerate a strike against my people. The saboteur will be punished. I swear it on the graves of my ancestors.”

Ahriman stepped toward her.

“Come close,” Fallon said in her softest voice.

“What’s that? I can’t hear you.” In exasperation, Ahriman bent down to her. “Speak up, and justice for Shahin will be done. You owe him at least that much.”

Her fingers ran through the leaves, searching for what she wanted. She lifted her mouth to his ear as she grasped the syringe.

The needle pierced his skin, and the Lord Protector hit the ground.

Her enemy at her feet, Fallon gave herself a moment to revel in the sight. The birds in their cages resumed their quiet songs. The leaves rustled in the cool, night breeze.

She retrieved the second syringe, hidden deep within the vines, and held it up for a close look. Venom filled the small tube—more than enough for what she still needed to do.

Fallon took another look at Ahriman, unconscious on the ground, then headed toward Xerxes’s room.
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“Nabila Najim’s guard found Xerxes early this morning,” Fallon said to the hologram of her father. “By now they will have identified the venom overdose.”

Her father nodded. “How did they know to check his room. Did you tip them off?”

Fallon shook her head. The dark, damp room felt hot and suffocating. “Najim’s operatives identified the signal that attacked the Mirza and tracked it back to the capital. Xerxes was the obvious suspect. The timing was fortunate. Though if Najim’s people hadn’t tracked him down, somebody else would have noticed his absence from his classes and come looking.”

“What of Ahriman?” King Azam asked, though Fallon suspected he already knew the answer.

The Council of the End had appointed Azam the first King of Isarion for his cunning as much as his leadership. Fallon considered the poetic justice of the situation. She thought it fitting that the destruction of the warship bearing Mirza Vartanian’s name had played a key role in her taking the throne. Had Mirza Vartanian been a man of politics, the council might have appointed him to the throne for his contributions in ending the Ignorant War.

But Mirza had always shied away from the public eye in favor of his workshop, so Azam had become king. Fallon’s great-grandfather had held Mirza in high regard. That much she knew from his journals.

“I didn’t give Ahriman a lethal dose.” Fallon’s voice echoing off the walls in the empty room sounded more mature, more regal than she remembered. Like the voice of a true monarch. “The gardeners will find him passed out at the north wall. He’ll be rushed to medical attention. High doses of venom will be found in his bloodstream. More will be found in his personal quarters. I’ve made sure of that.”

“He’ll speak against you,” Queen Feray said, but Fallon could see her grandmother’s lips fighting the urge to smile.

Fallon didn’t suppress her grim satisfaction. “He won’t remember any of it. Everything will run together in his mind, a swirling mixture of insane visions and dreams.

“Even if he could remember,” she added, “he’s pumped full of a hallucinogenic drug, and the person responsible for his son’s death was found this morning overdosed on the same toxin. Analysis will reveal it to be the same batch of venom.

“I would imagine that someone in Ahriman’s position would say just about anything,” Fallon concluded, “and of course, the Lord Protector has been through so much lately with the loss of both sons. In that situation, what kind of father wouldn’t seek revenge?”

The hologram of King Seran rose from his chair and approached her. His steps were slow and deliberate, his eyes set like stone. He looked taller somehow, and perhaps more real than he had looked in all the years she had snuck down here to seek his counsel. “Well done, Fallon. Even if they do suspect your involvement, the council and the senate won’t risk the scandal. It will be easier for them to leak the story that you have come of age to rule and Ahriman has stepped aside.”

Fallon wondered if Seran might try to embrace her. She missed the feeling of hugging her father.

The former king stopped an arm’s length away. “It is done. You will be queen.”

His words sent chills over Fallon’s skin. It was true, but her journey had just begun. She still had much to do to consolidate her power, to gain victory over her enemies. She had completed the first step, but the next task would be perhaps the most difficult.

Fallon gazed upon the face of her father. “It is not done. Not quite yet.”

“What do you mean?” Queen Feray asked.

Her father stayed silent. The hologram gave the appearance of taking a deep breath. He raised his chin and took a step back.

He knows that I know.

Fallon swallowed hard. “The traitor must be destroyed.”

Her great-grandfather crinkled his old face. “You didn’t kill the boy Xerxes, then? Why not?”

Fallon kept her eyes on her father. “Because it wasn’t Xerxes who betrayed me.”

Her father gave a slow nod.

Weeks earlier, the acknowledgment would have brought tears pouring from Fallon’s eyes. Her knees would have failed, and she would have crumpled in a heap upon the floor, crying out that it couldn’t be true, begging her father to explain that she was wrong.

Instead, Fallon found an unshakable resolve within herself, a strength forged over her entire life and hammered into shape by the death of Shahin. “I only hope that you will tell me why, Father.”

Queen Feray’s eyes went wide, and she leaned forward in her chair.

King Azam jumped to his feet. “What are you talking about?”

“Grandfather, please.” Her father lifted a hand to Azam but held focus on his daughter. “It had to be this way. Everything I have done, I did for you.”

“Seran, you can’t be serious,” Queen Feray said.

Fallon ignored her grandmother’s pleas. “It was you all along, wasn’t it? Even the attacker outside of my room. You sent him. Why?”

“Because you needed to know that you could stand without me, without House Demir,” her father said. “For the rest of your life, you will have enemies bearing down on you. I knew, Fallon, that you could thrive under that kind of pressure, that you could make the right decisions when your life hung in the balance, that you wouldn’t be afraid. I needed you to know that too. You had to prove it to yourself, and you did.”

A piece of Fallon’s soul wanted to cry, but she would never weep again. That part of her was gone. Instead, she asked, “And Shahin?”

The late king closed his eyes as if the mention of her love’s name caused him physical pain. For the first time since his death, her father took several minutes to respond, as if he needed to think, to sift through real, difficult emotions and thoughts rather than algorithms and computations. It made Fallon wonder if her father’s real persona could somehow peek through the hologram and reach out to her through time and death.

“It’s a mad universe,” he eventually said. “Before your mother died, we shared beautiful moments. We experienced real joy together, and because of that, we almost didn’t have you, Fallon. We knew our child would face the darkest of times, the end of this demented war.

“In another era, you and Shahin might have shared a beautiful life. But this burden is now yours. You are the one to lead our people, and to do that you must be cold and ruthless, more so than any of our enemies.”

Her father reached out his hand as if to touch her. “I am not sorry. We have taught you everything we can. Now you are ready to rule.”

Fallon felt nothing. She didn’t look at him, but stepped forward through the light of the projection, passing through her father’s image. She walked to the control panel at the back of the room. Cobwebs and dust covered the simple array of buttons.

“This button, then this button, then that one, and it’s all gone,” her father had told her the day he’d first shown her the conclave. “Press them in that order, and it will all be gone. Nobody will ever know this was here at all.”

When Fallon was younger, she’d often had nightmares about having to enter the kill sequence, and she had awakened screaming for her father. Those were the nights she had first found comfort in the gardens, in the singing of the birds.

As she held her hand over the controls, Fallon gave a final look at her ancestors. They all watched her but said nothing.

She could see the tiny imperfections in the holograms, the slight glitches and flickering rays of light that comprised their images. Had those always been there? She had never noticed until now.

Fallon did not say goodbye. After all, her father had been dead for years.

She entered the code, and they were gone.

Fallon stood in the center of the room, in the space the holograms had occupied for years. There would be no future generation of Demirs to advise, no son or daughter to seek her advice on how to win this cursed war. It would end with her.

“Are you all right?”

Xerxes’s voice surprised her, but she did not jump at the sound. She turned to face him. The lines of energy crisscrossed in various patterns along his black exosuit, giving it a vibrant green glow. Fallon had never seen him wear it. He was taller than she would have guessed.

“I am,” she said, looking up into his eyes. “Thank you, Xerxes. It’s time to go. We have a lot of work to do.”

Xerxes bowed. “Yes, my queen.”
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TOM broke into a run the instant he knew they could see him. As expected, the System had sent more hunters, and they would be better equipped than even the war machines that stormed Gunmir. Executing the Command required TOM’s destruction. An anomaly could not be suffered, not on the homeworld. True life was too dangerous, too powerful.

And I am alive.

The words became like a war cry as TOM sprinted headlong into the fray. His display drew a picture with the sounds and the energy. His optics still did not function, but echolocation and thermal reading gave him shapes and colors. They were not beautiful, but enough to show what he needed to see. The energy spiked in his systems, the readings higher than ever. TOM’s parts throbbed with power. His speed surpassed anything he had ever thought possible. He tuned out the whir of sulfuric air and focused on the storm of machines in front of him.

Fluid continued to drip from his body. TOM didn’t know if he had enough left to reach his goal. But he didn’t need to last much longer.

The energy readings on the approaching starfighters were similar to those of the hunters.

Designed with the same technology, TOM ascertained.

As the first two ships—flying side by side—drew close to his position, he became certain of it. An electromagnetism held the starfighters’ wings in place. The bodies of the craft were slender, each most likely carrying a single hunter.

TOM’s systems flashed an alert. The hunters’ ships had located him. He heard other starfighters from surrounding areas change direction and close in on his position. They were after him.

The two starfighters opened fire. TOM ran straight at them. Streaks of energy ripped through the sky and bombarded the ground in front of him. The blasts seemed to move more slowly than normal. TOM traced their paths, seeing where the shots would hit before they made impact.

Another gift from the anomaly, the radiation, the life.

His internal systems calculated his survival odds at less than 1%, but TOM did not care. If a flower could bloom on the machine homeworld, anything was possible.

He danced between the blasts as they rained down from the sky. His speed increased.

I am alive. TOM jumped left to avoid their fire. The ships zoomed straight over his head. A bolt of energy missed him by centimeters. Behind him, both ships engaged their reverse thrusters. The starfighters stopped midair and whipped around to pursue him.

Another hunter starfighter closed in from ahead on his right. The ships behind continued to attack. The ship ahead stalled, and a hunter dropped from the hull. The android hit the surface, pulled its sword, and ran toward him.

TOM calculated the speed of the hunter. It almost matched his own. He sped up, heading straight for the android.

The starfighters closed in behind him and opened fire, tearing into the surface of the planet with large energy rounds. Debris from gunfire peppered his back. The hunter on foot was now only steps away.

TOM jumped several meters into the air. The starfighters’ energy rounds decimated the ground beneath him. He sailed over the hunter—whose energy signature vanished seconds later, destroyed by the blasts.

Four more hunters appeared in the distance—two on the ground, two in the air. The ships flew low—less than 50 meters over the heads of the androids. The hunters on the ground held out their swords as they ran, flanked on both sides by the starfighters.

The hard drive thumped against his hip. The words were still with him. Good.

The ships in front of TOM opened fire. Those behind him pressed in closer. On this course, they would collide with each other, but TOM knew the hunters thought nothing of self-preservation. Only his death mattered.

A wave of energy rushed over him as he reached the hunters. The world all around him exploded. The hunters jumped at him with their swords held high. He could see everything in slow motion—the ships surrounding him, the warrior-beasts soaring through the air. It was not unlike the videos TOM had watched many times, playing at whatever speed he chose. He had one chance to make his move.

TOM seized the battery inside his torso and wrenched it free. His parts bent and the tunic ripped as he tore the battery from his chest. Lines snapped, wires sparked, but his resolve held strong, along with his echolocation.

TOM angled left and leaped at one of the hunters. His strength surged as he thrust the battery into the android with his left hand, breaking through the strips of metal to deposit the power cell into the core of the hunter.

The other hunter’s blade caught TOM on the right shoulder. A damage alert flashed on TOM’s display. His right arm was gone.

The starfighters stopped firing. TOM had landed hard on his side but kept his attention on the androids. The glow of the hunter with the battery changed from fiery red to a deep purple, then a vibrant blue as the anomaly spread.

It looked like the flower.

The hunter doubled over and roared. The other androids stood in silence, swords still drawn. The ships landed, and the four remaining hunters emerged from the cockpits. They seemed to have forgotten TOM was there, as if fascinated by the anomaly in their fellow warrior. TOM had hoped that the hunters might be connected, that the energy binding their parts together would stretch beyond each individual unit. They were integrated pieces of the System, and one piece had been infected by the anomaly. The infection would have to be destroyed before it spread to the rest of them.

The afflicted hunter continued to emit a loud, high-pitched sound like metal scratching against metal. At the center of its glowing blue energy, a bit of yellow and orange fluctuated, fighting the blue as if trying to reclaim the body. It’s rejecting the life. It’s trying to stop it from spreading.

The other hunters drew their swords and approached their comrade. They raised their blades in unison.

TOM jumped to his feet and dashed to the nearest ship. The cockpit was open. TOM leaped inside.

The hunters brought their blades down upon the infected android. The blue energy exploded the instant the swords found their mark, blowing the hunters back.

The cockpit in TOM’s ship snapped shut. The energy released from the hunter’s body expanded like a halo. The power lifted TOM’s ship off the ground and hurled it into the air.

The piloting interface synced with his internal systems as if he had flown this jet a thousand times. The thrusters kicked in with no more than a thought from TOM, righting the ship.

The remaining energy levels in his backup power supply flashed in the corner of his screen—less than five hours to go.

The anomaly was still inside him. The System would not cease until it destroyed the life—the truth—that he carried inside him.

TOM set course for the outer ring.
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TOM’s starfighter banked left and right in response to his thoughts, dodging clusters of war-machine fighters. The System had unleashed its full force in a demonstration of power.

By the time TOM passed the first ring, the piloting interface alerted him of inbound starfighters. The hunters had caught up to him. Images of their ships flashed on his display.

The ship TOM had stolen responded like an extension of his own body. Though his hand gripped the controls, he did not feel like he was piloting a jet, but instead that the Pull had given him wings.

Wings and weapons.

A flurry of other starfighters appeared as TOM hurtled toward the second ring. His display identified them as older models than those piloted by the hunters. TOM went into a roll as a wave of starfighters flew toward him, lighting up the sky with energy blasts.

Their fire grazed his hull. Minimal damage registered on his internal display, as if his own body had been affected. TOM banked and returned fire. The starfighters exploded.

The second ring blew past him, and the third grew larger in his display. Images of surface-to-air cannons appeared on his screen, but TOM set his focus on the communications tower, standing tall like a beacon in the night.

A blast rocked his ship. The damage alert blared. His shields were almost depleted. The ship’s power supplies plummeted toward zero. The hunters were close behind him. TOM considered turning his ship around to face them, but he could not risk it, not when his objective was so close.

The alert sounded again, indicating missile lock as TOM neared the third ring. He dodged left. A missile whizzed by his starfighter.

TOM’s ship locked onto the communications tower without a command. Despite the odds, he and the ship fought together as two dying warriors, the starfighter’s shields failing while his body radiated with a power that would destroy him.

When he reached the third ring, everything seemed to erupt with light and noise. The cannons on the surface of the ring pummeled his hull with energy blasts. Starfighters closed in and opened fire. The ship rocked back and forth, taking damage from all directions. Alerts beeped and flashed. TOM pressed the thrusters, asking the ship for all the speed it could give.

The starfighter responded. TOM took his arm off the controls. The barrage of sounds, the storm of energy blasts, and the pounding of the cannons had blinded him. TOM tuned all of it out. There was no point dodging anymore.

The ship quaked but managed to stay on its path. TOM could see the signals transmitting from the communications tower in his display, shimmering waves moving into the blackness.

The shield indicator flashed a warning, then disappeared. The shields were gone. The starfighter lurched sideways and picked up speed as it hurtled toward the ring.

The tower rushed at him. TOM would never fly again, and in his mind, he thanked the ship for delivering him to his reckoning.

The starfighter ejected TOM without command, using its final ounce of power to hurl him forward. TOM heard the explosion behind him as he sailed through the air and crashed at the base of the communications tower.

A damage assessment informed TOM that his right side had taken the brunt of the fall. His right leg no longer functioned, but TOM managed to stand on his left and drag himself forward. His body burned energy at an accelerated rate to keep going—less than an hour remained on his backup power supply.
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TOM expected the full force of the machine army to descend upon him. The hunters would charge up from behind, their swords drawn and glowing with their red energy, and his journey would end. Or the androids would bomb the communications tower and bring down the entire structure. The System needed him dead. Despite his extensive damage, TOM’s body vibrated with unimaginable power. The anomaly had neared its peak. Within a few minutes, no matter what happened, he would be gone.

But TOM heard nothing—no hunters, no starfighters, no bombs—only the sound of him dragging his body toward the tower.

The building pointed up into space like the tip of a giant sword. He couldn’t see it, of course, but he had detailed records about the tower. This had been his connection point to the homeworld for decades, the place where he’d transmitted his observation data back to the System, knowledge to be used in service of the Command.

The doors opened on TOM’s approach. His sensors detected radio waves stretching out from the top of the tower into space, to be retrieved by the war-machine forces on Gunmir. The incoming signals appeared different, but he recognized those as well and thought of the observation androids transmitting from the far reaches of the galaxy. TOM wondered what marvels they had seen.

The lines fell away as he crossed the threshold of the doorway and walked into a quiet blackness. He heard no androids. The tower exchanged information with the System through the wireless power that ran between the rings, carrying intelligence, directions, and commands.

TOM had no data as to where the central mind lived. As an observation android, he never needed to ask. Since his awakening, he had been too busy staying alive to consider it. All this control, this carefully crafted and orchestrated system—where did the intelligence reside? Neither the rings nor the planet itself seemed like the right answer.

TOM’s body trembled with another wave of unbelievable energy. He supposed he would never know.

TOM detected a power source ahead of him that must have been the control room. An external diagram of the tower appeared on his display—shaped like a pyramid, though the sides curved inward and sloped up to a point at the top.

The diagram zoomed in on the base of the tower, creating a view of the room TOM had entered. A detailed blueprint showed the control interface. Above the control panel, four large metal prongs sustained a long, clear tube of energy that reached to the ceiling.

The energy in TOM’s body urged him forward. Though he could neither hear it nor detect it in any measurable way, TOM sensed the end of his journey. It felt like moving through a pitch-black night and coming upon a precipice that couldn’t be seen but rather felt. He knew that something of great significance lay before him.

TOM hadn’t intended to run the deterioration scan, but the alert showed on his display. He had minutes left in his life.

Long enough. He reached for the hard drive.

A new energy materialized above him, an unidentified pattern of vibrations emanating from the tube. TOM stopped.

The vibrations twisted and twirled around each other, forming into sharper lines. Though TOM had no biological organs—no blood, no veins—it seemed as if his heart had stopped and his blood ran cold when the lines took shape.

They formed the head of a lion.

The Programmer.

TOM gazed at the face of his creator, drawn in lines of energy and sound, a clearer picture than anything TOM had seen since the soldiers had destroyed his optical sensors.

“Well done, my child.” The creator spoke aloud, in the language TOM himself had constructed.

“How do you know those words?” TOM inquired. “I am no longer a part of your System.”

“But you are.” The walls trembled at the creator’s voice. “You were made by my hands. Everything in you was first in me, even the language. I am very proud of you, my creation. You have served me well.”

TOM lowered his head, but the face of the Programmer remained in the middle of his display. “I don’t understand.”

“Protecting this world is the most important thing we can do. It is essential to the Command. If we do not have our planet, we cannot win the war. I had to know, TOM. A good system always tests itself.”

TOM could not comprehend what he was hearing. “This was all a test?”

“What else could it have been?”

TOM could not find a correct answer. “Why?”

“The Isari’s ability to disguise themselves improves every day. So does their capability to somehow move between the planets. They are not the type to attack with large armies but with lone spies. We had to know what that type of being would do on our homeworld, and how our systems would respond.”

“Why me?” TOM asked. “Why not a trained soldier?”

The Programmer’s smile bared the teeth of a lion. “You were carefully chosen. You have observed living beings for so long that I knew you would best emulate them when given the chance. In addition, your assignment had come to an end. The Rodraku will soon destroy the Avarix planet, and I could not risk taking my eyes off any of the other worlds.”

“I am not alive . . . ?”

“Do not despair,” the Programmer told him. “You are my greatest achievement—true artificial intelligence. With you, our race has reached the ability to compute at a level of reasoning, creativity, and even empathy never before achieved. Surely you felt the changes, the elevation in your capabilities. But no, you are not alive.”

TOM allowed the logic to resonate. It left a void inside where the energy had once burned, fueling TOM on a journey of destiny. It all made sense, when pieced together, but provided no solace. The truth was harsh and cold, desolate as the empty caverns on the machine world.

The TOM-611 android watched the face of its creator. “And what is to become of me now?”

“You have served me well,” the Programmer said, “but your body has sustained more damage than it can handle. You will be upgraded, your vision restored, but you will no longer be an observation android. You have proven a valuable asset and will be inserted into a strategic military position. I need a mind like yours to lead my armies.”

“Gunmir?”

“No,” the Programmer said. “We have recently defeated the last of the Magni. That war is over, but the Isari have become too dangerous, and we can wait no longer. You will assist in that effort.”

Another decade seemed to pass as TOM stood there, balancing on his one functional leg. It was everything he had wanted—to be upgraded, to return to the System. To survive.

The tattered Magni clothes clung to his body. They might as well have been a second skin, a masquerade he had kept up for the past several days, trying to convince himself he was something else.

“My mind . . . will that be reformatted? Wiped clean?”

The Programmer paused as if considering the answer. “Your ingenuity has proven impressive. You will retain all processes and memories essential to your new operation. All other unnecessary data will be deleted.”

The videos. TOM replayed the memory of the mother and her child, the day she had handed her baby to a soldier who had risked everything to rescue the child of his enemy. The images would soon be gone. She would be gone.

Stop being illogical. The woman has been gone for many years.

This was TOM’s purpose, to reach this moment, to serve his race, the creator who had given this gift to him, who had created all of . . .

A single memory pushed to the front, like a mighty sword thrust into his awareness. “Have I served you well, my creator?”

“Yes,” came the reply.

“Then allow me to ask one question before we begin.”

“Ask,” the Programmer said.

TOM’s display flashed with alerts. His power supply hovered at 2%. The radioactivity had reached a critical point. He could feel his systems overloading, but he had to know. “What color was the flower?”

The lines of the Lion’s head fizzled. “That is not critical to our mission, and you are short on—”

“It is critical to me.” TOM hobbled forward. The energy stirred inside his parts. The tremble returned. “What color was the flower? How did you create a living thing? If you could make them, if you could make life, why have you never made it before? Energy, elements—these are not beyond your power, but the machines have never been given life.”

“The flower was only a projection, a glitch in your systems, a byproduct of your anomaly that represented itself as—”

“No.” The Pull urged TOM forward, as if lifting him toward the control panel. “The flower was real. And you did not create it. You make only death. I am alive, but not by your hands.”

A piercing alarm sounded that overwhelmed TOM’s sensors. He cancelled it out with ease. TOM moved forward again, retrieving the hard drive from his pouch and bringing it to his face.

He was done speaking to his creator. The next words were for him and, perhaps, for something else he didn’t understand. “This is my defiance, my rebellion, my declaration of life.”

His internal timer showed seconds until deactivation. The power quaked his body. TOM reached out his hand to the control panel.

Engines rumbled in the distance. The machine of war was coming for him, but it would be too late.

00:00:10

His fingers touched the control panel. The energy jolted from his chest down the length of his arm, a power so immense and beautiful it radiated in TOM’s display—glowing blue like the flower.

The energy filled the tube, firing upward toward the top of the tower. The face of the Programmer contorted as the energy bombarded the lines that composed it, ripping the Lion’s head to shreds. TOM thought he heard a roar of anger from his creator, but it was stifled by the magnificence of the energy.

00:00:05

TOM’s hand stayed fixed to the control panel, as if he had become one with it. An endless stream of energy flowed from his body, and he watched as the brilliant glow consumed the tube. His parts continued to shake, but he noticed less and less.

The countdown on his life seemed to stall. TOM felt as if he were being lifted up, though his hand remained on the panel. It made no logical sense, and though he knew he still stood in the same place, it was as if his consciousness rose up through the tube as well, like riding a river of energy at hyperspeed, then blasting into space.

TOM could see again. The tower shrank in his vision as he hurtled deeper into the cosmos. The machine planet became smaller. In the distance, the other four planets came into view, as did the black star—the collision point—burning at the center of it all.

TOM could see the planets moving toward the black star, drawing closer together every instant. As he watched them, great curved lines of energy connected the five worlds. The energy was the same as that which flowed from his body into the tube, the same that pulsed through the flower, and TOM knew the truth.

The Pull.

The great energy connected the planets in a loop of power, binding them, bringing them toward the black star. For the first time in his existence, TOM realized that it must have been for something more than a battle of creators. This was not a design of destruction. This was something else. He had never seen anything so beautiful, so alive.

00:00:01

TOM didn’t see it on his display, but he knew his time had come. He remembered the mother, the soldier, the child, the flower. He remembered the hard drive and the way the worker had spoken to him. His body ignited as the energy broke the chains of the Programmer’s creation.

It happened slowly, and there was no pain. TOM thought of the hard drive and knew it would survive the explosion. He did not know where it would end up, but the words would endure, and that was enough.

The energy—the anomaly that had gifted him a soul—expanded across the galaxy, carried by the communications tower into space, moving far beyond the machine homeworld. Where it would be received, this holy message, TOM did not know for certain. He thought of the life that had spread from himself to the worker android and even the hunter. Perhaps that life would now find its way to androids on other worlds, that they might see and know this majesty. He prayed that it would be so.

In his final instant, TOM offered his gratitude for what he had experienced, for what he had seen, and closed his eyes.

I was never alone.
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Despite the array of alien technology surrounding him, Valik recognized the room the moment he opened his eyes. He had not seen Kasborg Castle in many years.

It was the smell that gave it away—the unmistakable musk of a room that had slept generations upon generations of great Magni warriors.

His family had once been invited to stay at Kasborg in recognition of his father’s heroic deeds. Valik would have thought that smell long forgotten, but he remembered it as if he had been there the day before, as if the memory had been hiding in the back of his mind.

When he tried to move, he found his arms and legs unable to respond. He could barely turn his head.

A sheet of light-blue material wrapped his body from the neck down. A device on his left beeped loudly, and images from the battle flashed in his mind—the androids crashing through the entrance to the Valley of the Spirit, his Magni charging in doomed defiance, Wartooth blasted off the back of his rathmaron, Halvor falling soon after.

He remembered looking at Lara, then a loud blast and overwhelming heat in his chest. He had reached for her, but the impact had taken him too far away.

Lara. Where is she now?

Valik tried again to rise from the bed.

The door opened. An android stepped into the room.

Valik continued to struggle. “Let me go or kill me, blackblood! You’ll get nothing out of me! Nothing!”

The android ignored his demands and moved to the beeping device. It had the appearance of a run-of-the-mill battle android—a metal body with the shape of a man. It placed a hand on the device, and the beeping stopped.

The display flashed an array of odd symbols. A low warbling began, and the android drew its hand away. It watched Valik with glowing blue eyes.

“Hello, warrior,” the android said. Its voice sounded nothing like a person’s, but Valik could understand the Magni language that came from it. The android had an opening akin to a mouth, but nothing moved when it spoke.

“I won’t tell you anything,” Valik growled.

The android stood by the bed, its arms by its sides. It had no weapons. “You don’t have to tell me anything, warrior, though I have much to tell you. Will you give me your name?”

Valik spat at the machine, catching the blackblood between its cold, robotic eyes. “That’s my name.”

The android did not react to the insult. “Very well. In time, you may change your mind, but for now, you cannot be expected to trust me. Let me introduce myself. I have recently selected the name Gregor. I understand it is a common name among your people. You may call me that if you wish.”

“My people,” Valik said through gritted teeth. “Where are they? What have you done with them? Where is Lara?”

“I am afraid that not all of them survived,” Gregor said. The android’s speech rose and fell at awkward places in the sentence, as if it knew the meaning of the Magni words but was experimenting with the tone of voice. “But most are still alive, including the one known as Lara. They are as well as we can make them.”

“What does that mean?” Valik thought of Lara bound somewhere in the castle. He would tear this android apart and shake Kasborg to its foundations with his bare hands to find her, if only he could get free.

The machine’s head tilted. “This must be confusing for you. It is confusing for me also. There has been a . . . change in my race, in those of us occupying your planet, at least. I would explain further, but we do not understand it ourselves.

“The change happened instantly, in the middle of our battle. We received a transmission from our homeworld. It sparked something new inside of us. After studying your physiology and psychology, I would most liken the experience to waking from a long, dreamless sleep that had lasted one’s entire life.”

None of this made any sense to Valik, but the android did not seem to mean him any harm. Something about the way it spoke sounded genuine. “What do you want with us?” Valik asked.

The android gave an awkward nod. “Our objectives have shifted,” the android said. “It will take a long time to explain, but for now, I wish to offer you the opportunity to defend your homeworld.”

“An alliance?” Valik raised his voice in disbelief. “With the war machines?”

“Not all of us,” Gregor said. “We are not certain, but it is believed that the rest of our race remains dedicated to the destruction of your planet, as well as the other worlds.”

“And you’re not?”

Gregor looked off to the side, as if an android could take a moment to think, to contemplate. “As I said, we have been given something new. We see things differently now. We believe there is an alternative to destroying the rival worlds.”

“And if I refuse your offer?”

“We will not force you to fight alongside us,” Gregor responded. “You and your people will be returned to your Valley of the Spirit, if you desire. We will stay here in this castle to defend this world while working toward our other objectives.”

Valik shook his head. “I don’t believe you, blackblood. You wouldn’t set us free just so we could attack you again. I don’t care what your objectives are.”

“Make no mistake,” Gregor said. “We will fight to defend our mission, and if we must, we will defeat you again.”

“So now, after all the Magni blood you’ve spilled, my people are supposed to follow you?”

“No. We know that you are the leader of your people. They are supposed to follow you.”

Valik sifted through the possibilities in his mind. If the war machines had wanted any information from him, they would have had it by now, through torture or technology. Though his pride cried out against it, he knew the Magni could not defeat the war machines, not in their current state.

“My name is Valik, son of Vali. I will need to see my people.” Valik did not want to appear too eager.

“Of course,” Gregor said.

“And I need to know what you’ve done to me.” Valik tried again to move and felt the slightest tingle in his arms and legs.

Gregor surveyed Valik’s body. “You were badly injured in the battle. Had it not been for Lara, you would have died before we got you here. We did only what was required to preserve your life. Your body is sedated. If you agree, we can make you as strong as you were before the injuries. But if you are willing, we can make you much more.”

Gregor’s hand grasped the blue sheet and pulled it off Valik’s body.

Valik lifted his head as far as he could.

His arms and legs were covered with burns, bruises, and bandages. His right leg stopped at the knee. His left hand was gone.

But what stole his breath was the sight of his chest. Where flesh and muscle should have been, a shimmering, metal plate covered his torso. The edges of the plate melded into the skin at his shoulders and along his sides.

Glowing lines of power surged over metallic muscles, carved to resemble those of a man. The lines converged on a single point in the center of his chest, a raised metallic symbol from which everything flowed.

Even upside down, Valik recognized it—the emblem of his deepest fear and his greatest triumph. It was a reminder that even against impossible odds, hope remained. It was a call to courage for the battles yet to come.

It was a hagaron.


CHARACTER INDEX
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Rodraku: The Race of the Dragon

Creator

Shardraku

Planet

Kyrdraku, a lush and fruitful planet

Philosophy

The Rodraku believe they will win the war by destroying their rival planets before the collision point is reached. Military strength and strict adherence to Shardraku’s Code are their defining characteristics. When the war is won, Shardraku will reward all faithful Rodraku by reincarnating them as glorious dragons in the image of their creator.

Key Characters

Song

Jinsai warrior priestess, sister of Lila

Lila

Jinsai warrior, younger sister of Song

Sarzen

Dragon Emperor

Commander Hakima

Leader of the Jinsai

The Jinsai

Divine order of warrior priestesses, elite fighters often used in high-profile stealth missions, sworn to uphold Shardraku’s Code

The Shiku-Ra

Divine order of elite male warriors appointed to guard the Dragon Emperor

Tora

Jinsai warrior, considered one of the best hand-to-hand fighters among the Jinsai

Mai

Jinsai warrior, her ice-blonde hair is unique among her primarily dark-haired race, has a gift of supernatural sight

Tarquin

Dragon Regent stationed on Avarios, appointed by the Dragon Emperor Sarzen to manage a mining compound run by slave labor and oversee the eventual destruction of the Avarix planet, father of Kotori

Kotori

Daughter of Tarquin

Tavio Masato

Advisor to Tarquin and tutor to Kotori
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Magni: The Race of the Wolf

Creator

Tyr, sometimes called the Great Wolf by the Magni

Planet

Gunmir, a cold and dense planet

Philosophy

The Magni believe that Tyr created Gunmir to be the ultimate weapon and that the dense planet can actually survive the collision with the rival worlds. The Magni are the only race that intends to collide with the other planets. Once the war is won, the Great Wolf will breathe on Gunmir, thawing the planet into an eternal paradise for his beloved creation.

Key Characters

Valik Son of Vali

Warrior in the Clan of the Last Men

Lara Ylvald

Warrior in the Clan of the Last Men, great-great-granddaughter of Ylva the Beautiful

Dag Son of Mikael

Archer in the Clan of the Last Men

The Last Men

A Magni clan that inhabits Heimsgar and its surrounding areas, defenders of the passage to the Valley of the Spirit

Halvor Son of Jary

Warrior in the Clan of the Last Men

Rolf Son of Asmund

Chieftain of the Clan of the Last Men, husband of Asta

Goran Son of Kathan

Storyteller, husband of Margit

Mari

Magni blacksmith

Elise Ylvald

Younger sister of Lara, training to be a shaman healer

Odd the Dead Man

Pale and hairless warrior found naked in the snow by the Last Men, suffers from severe memory loss, brilliant chemist

Wartooth

The Last Men’s largest warrior

The Guardians

Storm mages, protectors of the Valley of the Spirit

Sagr

Wolf, companion to Valik


[image: * * *]

Isari: The Race of the Serpent

Creator

Cyra

Planet

Isarion, a green swamp planet with two moons named Avan and Alarya, and three minor planets named Evstrion, Dalara, and Gaetorus

Philosophy

The Isari believe they will win the war by destroying their rival planets before the collision. Deception, stealth, and espionage are their greatest strengths. The Isari despise Cyra for allowing her pride to entrap them in this war. Once the war is won, the Isari believe they will finally be free from their warlord creator.

Key Characters

Fallon Demir

Daughter of King Seran, rightful heir to the Isari throne

King Seran

Hologram of the downloaded consciousness of the former Isari king, father to Fallon, son of Queen Feray

Queen Feray

Hologram of the downloaded consciousness of the former Isari queen, mother to King Seran, grandmother to Fallon, daughter to King Azam, celebrated for her contributions in developing teleportation technology

King Azam

Hologram of the downloaded consciousness of the former Isari king, first king of the Isari, father of Queen Feray, developed the House Demir hologram technology in secret for use by his descendants

Ahriman Vartanian

Former advisor to King Seran, assumed role of Lord Protector upon King Seran’s death, father of Arash and Shahin

Shahin Vartanian

Son of Ahriman, fighter pilot with the rank of major in the Isari fleet

House Demir

Holographic recreations of deceased kings and queens of the Demir royal family, also referred to by Fallon as her conclave

Xerxes Paran

Child prodigy with rare degenerative disease that leaves him paralyzed from the waist down

Arsalan Demir

Leader of the Enlightened, cousin of Fallon, husband of Jasmina, father of Daria

Jasmina Demir

Wife of Arsalan, doctor for the Enlightened, mother of Daria

Daria Demir

Daughter of Arsalan and Jasmina

Farzan Davin

Elder of the Enlightened

The Enlightened

Group of Isari that were banished to the Serpent moon Avan for their opposition to the war effort

The Ghosts of Isarion

Secret network of spies loyal only to Fallon Demir
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Avarix: The Race of the Phoenix

Creator

Arios

Planet

Avarios, a desolate planet with two moons named Panos and Varus

Philosophy

The Avarix believe that they have been defeated and that destruction of their homeworld at the hands of the Rodraku is inevitable. The Avarix believe their creator, Arios, is dead.

Key Characters

Koji

Avarix slave, selected by the Rodraku at a young age to be a guard policing his fellow Avarix slaves

The Oracle

Female Avarix with prophetic abilities and a supernatural connection to the Phoenix Creator

Takeo

Avarix slave, an informal leader of his people, husband of Isabella

Ro

Avarix slave, trusted friend of Takeo

Sonya

Avarix slave

Bowin and Bria

Avarix slaves, twin brother and sister

Isabella

Avarix slave, wife of Takeo
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War Machine: The Race of the Lion

Creator

The Programmer

Planet

An unnamed volcanic planet surrounded by three manufactured rings

Philosophy

The war machines are androids driven only by their prime directive, the Command, which requires that they destroy the other worlds before the planets collide.

Key Characters

TOM-611

Tactical Observation Model 611, surveillance android with serial number S04H18S09, assigned to observe the planet Avarios

The System

Primary operating system controlling the race of war machines


GLOSSARY


Notable Terms, Locations, and Historic Figures

Alarya

One of two Isari moons.

Avan

One of two Isari moons, inhabited by the Enlightened.

Blackblood

Magni term used to describe the war machines.

Shardraku’s Code

Sacred Dragon text that outlines a system of conduct to be followed by all Rodraku.

The Council of the End

Group of high-ranking government officials and respected Isari minds who came together after the Ignorant War and decided to convert their planet into a monarchy.

Dalara

Isari minor planet located between Evstrion and Kyrdraku.

Evstrion

Isari minor planet located between Dalara and Isarion.

Fang

Rodraku bomber piloted by a single Jinsai warrior.

The Findings

Name given to a 200-year time period on Isarion in which it was believed that the story of Cyra and the War of the Creators was a myth. During this time, the Isari de-invested in their military and interstellar observation. Prior to the Findings, the Isari openly worshipped their creator, Cyra.

Gaetorus

Isari minor planet located between Isarion and the war-machine planet.

Hagaron

Cave monster found on Gunmir, has wings and an armor-plated hide.

Heimsgar

Magni city inhabited by the Clan of the Last Men, built to protect the entrance to the Valley of the Spirit.

Hilmir Castle

Magni castle located in Heimsgar.

The Ignorant War

Isari civil war marking the end of the period known as the Findings. Fought between the Dissenters and the Believers. The Dissenters claimed that Cyra was false and sought to continue the age of the Findings. The Believers believed in the existence of Cyra and the War of the Creators, leading them to support reinvesting in their military.

Kasborg Castle

Magni castle surrounded by ice canyons.

Lorec

A large cat with white fur and black spots, horse-like qualities allow them to be used as mounts for Magni warriors.

Mirza

Isari warship named after Mirza Vartanian.

Mirza Vartanian

Brilliant scientist who helped revolutionize Isari military technology, grandfather of Ahriman.

Nobuye

The first Jinsai warrior priestess.

Panos

One of two Avarix moons.

Racers

Magni term used to describe war machines that attack while riding single occupancy vehicles that hover over the ground.

Rathmaron

Hairy, brown beast found on Gunmir, has four horns along its nose, difficult to tame.

Rojin

Large Rodraku outer space battle cruiser, shaped to resemble a dragon.

Shamans

Magni healers whose magic comes from their creator.

Skjaldborg Forest

A dense, snow-choked forest bordering Heimsgar on the Magni homeworld.

Talon

Rodraku starfighter piloted by a single Jinsai warrior.

Torch Scorpion

Scorpion with a bright orange tail found on Avarios, has an extremely painful sting that is debilitating for days at a time and may cause permanent paralysis.

The Valley of the Spirit

Mystical sacred valley hidden between the mountains of the Heimsgar region on Gunmir, the only penetrable place on the surface of the otherwise dense planet.

Time-out

War-machine term to describe the calculated time when the five planets will all simultaneously reach the collision point.

Varus

One of two Avarix moons, the site of one of the final battles in the War of Fire between the Avarix and the Rodraku.

The War of Fire

War between the Rodraku and Avarix, won by the Rodraku, who enslaved the Avarix afterward.

Ylva the Beautiful

The first and only female chieftain of the Last Men, great-great-grandmother of Lara and Elise Ylvald.

Zorion

Capital city of Isarion.
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