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They come from a noble legacy of wonder and discovery. They cut through wormholes, portals and anomalies like shadows skipping across a celestial sea.

The hooded ones appear in an instant and disappear in a fraction. Every sleeping child fears a glimpse of their ghastly faces in their darkest dreams.

The Shadow Empire is dying. Their struggle for survival has reached a final battlefield in the forests of a primitive planet called Earth.

Freya, the hunted one, the most wanted fugitive in the history of the empire, wants to make everything right in her own dying world. She feels rage flowing through her fingertips. She feels her broken heart hungering savage ways.

She must become like nothing the world has ever known to save Damian, to save the floating city, to save Finn and Pip and little Tobi, too, but with war looming, will she be able to save her own soul? 
​
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Cradle Will Rock
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CHAPTER 1
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THERE’S A STILLNESS in the damp woods that calms my soul. The heavy scents of fallen wet leaves and spring blossoms hidden within wild foliage fill my lungs. The mystical dew of early morning cools my naked feet as I wander beneath the blue sky for the first time in days.

Finn sits on a jagged rock by the river’s edge, his willow fishing pole bent like one of Nya’s bows. Finn once belonged to the morning. His smile would break like the sun on the horizon, warm, promising, full of hope. Those days are gone. He sits quietly now, thinking more than fishing. None of his thoughts are likely to lead to a smile.

This change in him makes sense after what we’ve all been through, but the thing I still can’t get used to is his close-cropped hair. It throws me off every single time.

“You should be inside,” he says as soon as he senses me behind him.

“If you can be out here, I can too,” I say, dropping beside him on the rock, close enough that our knees almost touch.

“It’s not the same. There’s not an alien army trying to capture me at any cost.”

“No, but that same army would happily settle for killing you.”

He turns to me, disappointed. “Is that supposed to be funny?”

“Not even a little.”

This is how we communicate now—sarcasm, clipped sentences, snappy comebacks and jokes that aren’t jokes. Even when we’re together, we don’t reach out to each other. We sit through strategy meetings, discuss whatever new bits of information we’ve squeezed out of Pip, go over plans for raiding Plantation-15, but we never mention the one thing that truly stands between us.

The thing neither of us can take back.

A fish takes the bait and Finn’s whole body shifts, quick and precise. He jerks the fishing pole back and up, then starts reeling in slow, steady pulls. His muscles flex and strain as he fights against something big.

When he hauls the fish out of the water—silver scales flashing in the sunlight, mouth gaping—I turn my face away. I can’t think of a worse end than gasping for oxygen that isn’t there.

“Genetically enhanced trout for dinner tonight,” Finn says, working the hook free with expert fingers. His voice carries a note of something I can’t quite name. Pride, maybe. Or just exhaustion.

I manage a nod, then frown. An involuntary sigh escapes my throat and I hate that he hears it. I don’t like to be there when my food dies. It’s a loud reminder that survival out here means taking something away from someone else.

Doc keeps calling my fast recovery a miracle after almost dying. Both physically and emotionally, I’m apparently doing great. I don’t tell him what’s really fueling me. I don’t tell him my raging need to destroy and annihilate is as nourishing as mother’s milk. Fiery visions of vengeance and war do more for my immune system than rest ever could.

Every Savior burns with the desire to rescue Damian. We need our leader back. We hope that Pip’s intuition is right. I want that, too, but I want more. I want to level those who hold him. Revenge is so sweet in my dreams. I need his eyes again, his lips and his smile, but I also want to tear his captors apart limb from limb. Odd craving for someone who can’t bear to watch a fish die.

Pip has finally revealed her special ability, at least one of them, and Doc has concluded that she is a walking database. There’s no end to the information she carries in her head—specifics about the layout of the plantation network, the lab structures within and underneath it, security protocols we never even thought existed.

She doesn’t know the purpose of it all, but she knows the details of the plantation district’s architecture better than the Sliman do.

Finn gathers his pole and tackle and tosses them in the bucket with the huge, dead trout.

“Stay,” I say. “I’ll go and give you peace. You can catch more fish for dinner.”

He softens as he considers me through squinting eyes. “It’s not you, Freya.”

Freya, not Tick.

“I like to walk in the morning,” he continues. “Fishing is just a necessity and this catch is enough for all of us.”

“We could walk together.” I’m aware I’m pushing it, but I can’t help it. “Maybe finally have a real talk.”

He hesitates. A beat, two. “Another time. I need to meditate more and more these days.”

Finn hasn’t called me Tick once since we returned to the Sliman base ten days ago after the big battle against the drones. Ten days of Freya in that careful, distant voice.

I didn’t know a missing nickname could hurt like this, but I don’t have the right to complain. I made my choices. Finn deals with them the best he can.

He needs space and time to adjust to this new reality. I need to use that time to do whatever it takes to perfect the plan that will get Damian out of Plantation-15.

That’s where they keep him, according to Pip. Not inside the plantation but underneath it. Gritu and Malzod swear they’ve never heard of a subterranean network that connects all plantations to Fifteen, and Zolkon was useless when we questioned him, but Pip is adamant.

She insists there’s a lab complex directly beneath Plantation-15 where young Sliman specimens are experimented on daily. Humans aren’t the only ones who get that privilege.

But there’s something else down there, too. Rehabilitation holding cells for Sliman who have strayed from the alien agenda ingrained in their brains. This is where the Lagerians correct their programming, restoring them back to their original obedient state. That’s where we will have to look for Damian.

The world spins out of control every time I let myself picture Damian as a Sliman. It doesn’t matter whether I believe it or not—whether he’s an android, an alien terminator, whatever. It wouldn’t make any difference to me. He’s still Damian. He’s still mine to save.

Rabbit and Scout meet me halfway back to the base, emerging from the tree line.

I don’t bother hiding my annoyance. “Who sent you after me?”

“No one, we’re just getting some air,” Rabbit says.

“Rabbit, please! You had it as bad as me during the battle. Maybe I should send someone to shadow you when you go out.”

Scout sighs. “Fine, Doc sent us. You really shouldn’t take chances like that, Freya.”

“I’m perfectly fine. Doc said so himself. About a hundred times.”

“You’re also a perfect target,” Rabbit says. His eyes narrow with worry.

Our connection has only sharpened since we both came close to dying—since Wudak taught me how to bond our life forces to save Rabbit, which almost killed me in the process.

“Have you seen Shy Boy?” I ask.

“No, but breakfast should drag him back. There’s no way he’d miss it. Biscuit can barely keep up with that chimp of yours,” Rabbit teases.

“He deserves every last morsel,” Scout says. “He saved Freya and probably the entire world when he crossed that mud crater on his own.”

I don’t need to be reminded of what Shy Boy did for me. Not a minute goes by that I don’t think of it, that I’m not grateful. I never want to put him in harm’s way again, but it might not be up to me. The world demands justice for everything that lives and justice comes with a price tag.

Inside the underground base, I come face to face with Gritu. He visits almost daily and seeks me out because I’m the one who understands his grief over Wudak. If Sliman could have friends, Wudak would have been Gritu’s closest. And now he’s gone.

What could I have done differently to save Wudak... to keep Damian with us? These questions persist even though I know they’re pointless. The past entrenches itself behind us, untouchable and unchangeable. We have only the present and how quickly it slips through our fingers faster than water.

“You are feeling better, but you shouldn’t take chances,” Gritu says, his massive frame blocking my path.

“Everyone needs to stop obsessing over my safety,” I say, irritation rising. “Maybe the best thing would be for me to perish.”

“You speak foolishly,” Gritu says, bending his brow. “Wudak died for you. You must make it count for something.”

I nod. He’s right, of course. They’re all right. But I’m already too deep within my own plans for revenge to consider myself anything more than a harbinger of death. I want to get Damian out of the hellish alien prison and I want to watch that prison burn. He shouldn’t have to pay for my mistakes, but the aliens should have to pay for theirs.

If you want sunrise, you must make it through the darkness of night. To return to the light, you have to walk through the shadows of your fears. And if I dig down to the roots of my pain, I will find my way and my destiny. These things I know as well as anything I’ve ever known since I was born into this wretched world and forced to play a part in its disintegration.

*
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THEO AND ZOE SIT WITH Pip in the lab, trying to draw a map of Plantation-15 and the underground network based on what Pip remembers. The network is so complex and Pip’s instructions so detailed that I sometimes think the mapping could take months, or maybe even years.

“It’s important we know all entrances and exits,” Theo says. “Guard posts, cameras, sensor controls, levels, elevators, locked cells, test labs and secret Sliman passages—everything.”

We know. Theo doesn’t need to remind us. There are hundreds of security systems in use. Even with this preliminary mapping, it’s obvious that getting in there will be brutal, but getting out will be next to impossible.

“It would take an army to break through their defenses,” Zoe mumbles under her breath.

“We are an army.” I lean forward over the map. “A very capable one. We’ve proven that.”

Zoe smiles. “When did you become such an optimist?”

“I’m not an optimist, far from it,” I correct her. “I don’t think we can save the world, but we will save Damian.”

“Here,” Pip says, tapping a spot on the map. “This is where they’d keep Damian if they intend to restore him.”

I press two fingers on the place where they’re holding him. I want to feel Damian’s presence through the paper. I want him to feel me reaching out to him across the miles and the concrete and the security systems. I want his heart to beat against my fingertips.

“Hang on, Damian,” I whisper. “We’re coming for you.”

“Are you sure, Pip?” Theo’s voice is gentle but probing.

Pip nods, then turns to me with absolute certainty. “I found him, Freya. The data in my head is clear. That’s where they keep them. Retrieved Sliman Warriors. Level 6.”

The gravity of Theo’s expression makes my heart skip a beat. “What is it, Theo?”

“If the map is correct and Pip’s data hold is accurate, then it seems Damian is being prepared for take-off.”

“Take-off? What does that even mean?”

Zoe’s finger traces a path on the map. “This is where they process mutants for return to planet Sliman. When they’re deemed no longer useful on Earth. Right, Pip? That’s what you said yesterday?”

Pip drops her head. “Yes, it’s all so confusing at times. My thoughts are pieces. I never have the whole picture. Retrieved Sliman Warriors return to Sector C which merges with Sector F. They both lead to Sector K. Take-off. That’s part of their restoration process.” She grabs Theo’s hand. “Take-off is scheduled for the beginning of each lunar cycle.”

“When the moon is full?” Theo asks.

Pip nods.

Zoe calculates in her head. “That’s in eighteen days.”

“Good job, Zoe.” Theo’s praise sounds automatic, his mind already racing ahead. “Eighteen days until the next full moon.”

“We have to go in now,” I say. “They might change plans and take off sooner than planned. We can’t take that chance.”

“How do we even know Pip’s data is correct?” Finn’s voice cuts through the room. I didn’t hear him come in, but suddenly he’s there, filling the doorway. “What if it was planted in her head on purpose?”

“What purpose would that be?” I say.

“Oh, let me see.” Finn’s voice drips with sarcasm as he steps fully into the lab. “As a simple trap to ensnare you for starters!”

My blood boils at Finn’s disappointed expression, the only one he seems to have for me lately.

I have no response except to look away, because if I keep looking at him, I’ll scream.

“We can’t be hasty or reckless.” He crosses his arms, and I hate that the gesture makes him look like the reasonable one. “This isn’t the time for overly emotional decisions. We could lose a lot more than we stand to gain.”

“Stand to gain?” I say, glaring at him. “There’s nothing to gain, Finn. I’m not going to let Damian rot on some weird alien concentration camp moon. I’m the reason he got caught. I owe him. I’m bringing him back. Sorry if that’s too inconvenient for you.”

“Don’t be so selfish,” he fires back. “Not everything that goes wrong in the world has you at its center.”

Finn. His words hit me so hard every time he opens his mouth. I want to destroy everything when he gets under my skin. “I should have protected him,” I say, but my voice breaks in mid-sentence.

“Freya, you’ve seen the blueprint of Fifteen,” Finn says, finally softening to me. It almost makes it worse. “We make this plan with our minds, not our hearts. We have to make sure no one else gets hurt. We have to protect what we have left.”

“You’re the boss,” I whisper, defeated. Hot tears run down my cheeks and I don’t bother wiping them away.

“We all want Damian back. And when we work together, there’s no power in the universe that can stop us.”

I feel like I’m losing my mind. One moment I want to hit Finn, the next I want to kiss him. The more we have grown apart, the more I hunger for us to be close again. Things fade away and change and mutate.

I’m so tired of mutations. Change sucks. Mutation sucks. Why can’t anything stay the same for five minutes in this dying world? I was once a naïve young girl who loved only Finn, then I became a young woman who loved Damian.

Now I don’t know what I am, besides a girl who loves vengeance. 
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I CLOSE MY EYES TO quiet my mind. I concentrate on one word. Peace. I repeat it silently over and over until the world lets go of me... until I’m part of the shimmering cosmos and its ever expanding-consciousness. But then a distant noise distracts me. When I open my eyes, I am myself again.

Chaos floods back, even more demanding and urgent. The questions assault me in waves. Why does Pip know what she knows? Why is her mind a labyrinth stuffed with alien secrets and pathways to information that should be impossible for any human to possess? Is Finn right? Is Pip’s knowledge an elaborate trap? And Damian—is he alive? Tortured? Brainwashed? Destroyed beyond recognition?

This room I’ve called my own, carved deep into the earth by Sliman rebels, guarded by people I’ve called friends, family... what does any of it mean now that he’s gone? How did he manage to entwine himself so completely within my skin and bones that I can feel the absence of him in every breath? The questions come like bullets. I wish my heart were bulletproof.

Everyone’s impatient. I’m not the only one losing it. They’re just better at pretending. If they were honest with themselves, they’d either be running or storming a gate somewhere. They would not be sitting here in a cold, dark cave while Damian faces unnamed horrors.

Damian was our courage. If he, the fiercest among us, can be captured, then none of us is safe. Finn is leading us now. There was talk of electing a new leader, and I knew what the younger ones wanted of me, but I’m too damaged for that. I can’t lead them in this war. I’m an emotional wreck who can barely lead herself.

A knock on the door breaks the downward spiral. Zoe steps in, looking tired, haunted. Her beautiful auburn hair looks duller, her face paler. I see fear inside Zoe’s eyes for the first time since I’ve known her. Even when Daphne died, Zoe still believed in victory. Now she’s not sure anymore and she can’t hide it.

She sits on the floor next to me. “What’s going on with you and Finn?” she asks bluntly.

I could tell her everything, I guess. I could lay it all out—the frustration, the guilt, the way my heart feels torn between two different versions of myself. Or I could deflect her questions and pretend nothing’s wrong. I look away, then down at my boots. If only I knew which path would make any of this easier.

The silence becomes a humming noise inside my brain. “We’ll sort it out,” I say. “We have no choice.”

“There’s always a choice, Freya.”

I shrug. “Sure. And when there’s choice, mistakes are quick to follow.” I get impatient. I want her to leave. I want to be alone with my misery. I want to wallow in it without witnesses. Concern suffocates me even when it comes from those I love.

“We’re all tense,” she says. “But you and Finn are our rocks. We depend on the two of you getting along. He can lead us, yes, but the two of you leading us together might be what the Saviors need right now. You could lead us into the future.”

“You’re giving up on Damian already?” I say sharply, staring into her eyes.

Her eyes widen. “I didn’t say that.”

“Sounded like it to me.”

“Freya, that’s not fair. You know that’s not what I meant, but for now, in this moment, we need to find our unity and to do that, we will need guidance from people we trust. We’ve never done it otherwise. We’ve never had to function without strong leadership.”

“There’s always a first time.”

Zoe springs to her feet. “I know you’ve been through hell, but it’s time to step up. Whatever it is that has Finn and you at odds has to stop.” She hesitates at the door, frustrated. “You know where to find me if you ever feel like talking.”

“It’s Damian,” I say before she can leave.

Zoe turns back slowly “What about him?”

“He told me he loved me.”

Zoe sighs. “He finally managed.”

“You knew?” I say, forcing a smile. “Of course you did. Before I did. From Daphne?”

“Daphne said a lot of things in those final weeks. I couldn’t be sure which were facts and which were premonitions... glimpses of what might be. It was hard to tell the difference.”

“So now you know for sure.”

Zoe nods and sits again, closer this time. “Damian’s confession caused the tension between you and Finn?”

I shake my head. “It’s more than that.”

She wraps an arm around me and her warmth nearly breaks me. “You should have told me,” she says as she wipes a tear from my cheek.

“It’s okay. We’ll get him back. Everything will sort itself out.”

Zoe stammers for a moment. “So... you’re actually in love with Damian? Not Finn?”

“I don’t even know what that means anymore.”

What does it mean when you can love someone and want to hit them at the same time? When you care about two people in completely different ways and feel guilty about both?

“Of course you know what it means. You can trust me, Freya. You don’t have to keep everything bottled up inside.”

Another knock on the door. Nya bursts in without waiting for an answer, her cheeks all flushed, her breathing fast and short. She’s been training, pushing herself to the limit like always.

“I just came to say that I’m with you, Freya,” she says. “Whatever you decide. I’m ready to go get Damian out of that hellhole and blow things up in the process. Just say the word and I’m there.”

“I appreciate that, Nya, but it has to be a team decision.”

“We can help the team make that decision,” she says and her eyes gleam at the prospect.

“How?” Zoe asks, instantly suspicious.

Nya and Zoe have been at odds ever since Nya announced she wanted to get closer to Theo. Zoe is not convinced of her sincerity and Nya doesn’t seem to want to give any indication either way.

Nya leans in conspiratorially. “We could fake an attack,” she whispers. “Have Theo mess with the sensors, make it look like the whole damned army of Slimies are on their way to the base—like they already know we’re here. Then, attacking Plantation-15 becomes the perfect retaliation.”

“You’re out of your mind,” Zoe says, rolling her eyes. “Leave Theo out of your games.”

“Zoe, relax, she’s joking. Obviously!” Even as I say it, I’m not entirely sure.

“Am I?” Nya says with a grin.

It doesn’t matter, because at that exact moment our touchpads start buzzing in unison. Red emergency lights flash across our screens. Theo is sending a warning message.

Zoe glares at Nya with fire in her eyes. “What have you done?”

“Nothing!” Nya yells. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

Zoe looks at me. “Do you think this is real?”

I’m already on my feet, my heart hammering. “There’s only one way to find out.”

We head to the dining hall, the designated meeting area for emergencies. It’s a large cavern with a long table and red metallic chairs that the Sliman salvaged from some abandoned facility. Candlelight casts enormous shadows on the cave walls, making the space feel both vast and claustrophobic.

Theo, Doc and Gritu are hunched over Theo’s brand-new radar screen, checking the signal. I scan the room quickly. Besides Gritu, three more Sliman are present along with most of the Saviors. Finn and Rabbit are the only ones missing.

The thought of them being outside, exposed and vulnerable, chills my blood. Whatever this is, it’s serious. There’s no mistaking the terror on Theo’s face.

“What’s happened?” I say, breaking the silence.

“An unidentified craft approaching from above,” Theo says without looking up.

“A drone?” I ask as fear tightens my throat. “Are they tracking us?”

“No, something smaller and faster,” Gritu says. “Something we have not seen before.”

“How long before it gets here?”

“Thirty seconds,” Theo estimates. “Maybe less.”

“Seconds? That’s all we have?”

Theo nods. His lips have turned white. If Damian were here, he would know exactly what to say to keep us calm. He would start passing orders around, making everyone feel they had a duty to perform. A purpose instead of fear.

“We let our guard down,” Theo says. “We should have been monitoring air traffic more closely. I should have been monitoring it.”

“It’s no one’s fault,” I say. “We’ve all been distracted.”

I turn to look at Pip, Tilly and Scout. They stand together in a tight cluster, panic written all over their faces. I flash my eyes at Biscuit. He gets my message and moves toward the girls, talking to them in his usual calm manner.

Finn and Rabbit come running in. I take a deep breath of relief even as I notice how disheveled and out of breath they are.

“There’s something up in the air,” Rabbit starts between gasps, “and it’s looking for us. Definitely looking.”

“You were actually able to see it?” Theo asks, finally looking up from his screen.

“It’s going in circles, scanning the area within a few miles around the base. It’s not random, they’re looking for a place to land,” Finn says. His eyes meet mine for a split second before he looks away. “We activated the camera at the entrance before we came in. We need eyes on whatever this is.”

The camera has been out of use for some time because of a defect that causes it to overheat and shut down automatically within minutes of usage. Theo hasn’t gotten around to fixing it as there’s always something more urgent, some other crisis demanding attention. The Sliman haven’t been able to bring in a new one either, but now Theo has no choice but to connect it to his screen. Even a few minutes of the feed could be useful.

Theo rotates the camera, searching for the target. The image is blurry at first, but he clears it up as he zooms in with careful adjustments. The small, shiny, black hovercraft emerges above the trees, moving slowly, way too slowly to fly without propeller blades or any visible means of propulsion. We hear the wind through the microphone, but not the hovercraft. It’s completely silent. You’d never know it was there if you didn’t look up.

“What is this thing?” Doc asks. “How does it stay in the air like that?”

“It must be alien,” Gritu says. “We have not seen such technology. We know they have many tricks they prefer not to show us.”

“Looks like an optical lift technology,” Theo says, his eyes glued to the camera feed.

The Sliman turn to Theo curiously.

“Yes, we have heard of their light energy,” Gritu says. “Zolkon spoke of it once.”

“Interesting,” Theo says. “It was just a theory on old Earth, something scientists speculated about but never achieved. When laser light passes through an object at specific frequencies, it can generate a small lift.”

“Interesting is not the word I would use,” Finn says. “Deadly is more accurate.”

The aircraft lowers itself slowly near the entrance to the subterranean base. It hovers there, perfectly still, as if deciding something.

“Now what? Doc says.

“They know we’re here,” Finn says. “Get ready for battle. Everyone arm up. Now.”

I take out the receptor and test its readiness. It responds to my touch like a leaf to the wind, trembling and humming with energy. Our relationship is developing, expanding daily. Everything I do has an immediate effect on the way I control my receptor and the way it responds to me. We’re learning from each other, becoming something more together than we are apart.

Finn takes charge and orders us to follow him through the tunnels to the main entrance. I hear Tilly’s shallow breathing behind me as we hurry through the dark passage. Once we arrive near the entrance, we take positions in a circle formation while the four Sliman stand guard right beneath the trapdoor. If anyone tries to get through that door, they’ll be surrounded by weapons and raw muscle power.

Pip will be exposed to whatever we’re going to face. She holds Scout’s hand tightly. I feel like telling her to go back to her room and hide, but that’s not going to protect her if we are defeated. Maybe it’s better that she’s here with us, where I can watch her. She has no experience with battle, but I can protect her. I’ll weave a shield around her the moment there’s need for it.

Silence deepens when you’re straining to listen, when every nerve is focused on catching the slightest sound. The tunnel becomes an eerie place. The world feels suddenly cold and damp. Tension pulses through the veins in my neck and
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