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Prologue
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The oceans boiled. The sky burned.

Decades of unchecked greed—fossil fuels devoured, forests razed, the Earth itself strip-mined for profit—had finally broken the planet. Average temperatures climbed past the point of no return. The ozone layer tore open like old cloth. Ultraviolet death rained down unfiltered. Rivers turned to acid. Soil cracked into dust. Rain became myth.

Humanity was eating itself alive.

In the final, desperate scramble for survival, they discovered Oblivium: a blue-green jewel hanging in the void, lush with breathable air, clean water, and untouched biodiversity. Paradise.

The native Croogs met the starving arrivals with open arms—peaceful, trusting, almost childlike in their hospitality. Within a century, the humans had repaid that kindness with chains.

They stripped the Croogs of their resources, their dignity, their future. Two human superpowers tore the planet apart in a war for dominance, treating the natives like cattle. But the Croogs learned. They studied their oppressors’ weapons, their tactics, their cruelty. And when the time came, they rose.

The rebellion lasted almost a hundred years. In the end, the humans were driven to the distant continent of Od7ssa, broken and exiled. The trauma ran so deep that the Croog ancestors wrote it into their very constitution: Never again shall we trust a human.

Centuries passed. The humans polluted Oblivium exactly as they had poisoned Earth.

One Croog scientist—a umber from the kingdom of Muhenda—saw the coming collapse. He warned the world. The human leaders buried his research and laughed. His own people called him mad. Only the king of Muhenda listened.

With staggering wealth and cutting-edge technology, the king built an electromagnetic shield over his entire realm: an invisible dome that sealed clean air inside and kept the toxic clouds and killing rays outside. What began as a ridiculed dream became the salvation of an entire planet.

Soon every Croog alive wanted to live under that shield. The king refused them all. Humans were already forbidden by ancient law. Muhenda would stand alone—richest, strongest, most feared kingdom on Oblivium. Food, water, breathable air, raw materials: everything came from Muhenda, and Muhenda sold it at whatever price it chose.

The paradise had a new master.

And the price of entry was blood.
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Chapter 1 — Welcome to the New Age.
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Kingdom of Muhenda, Continent Kl8ngon  

Sector 7, Slave City  

4:00 a.m. 

The siren tore through the dark like a rusted blade dragged across bone.

Ten bodies convulsed awake on bare concrete. No mattresses. No blankets. Only the sour reek of old sweat and the metallic taste of tomorrow’s fear, the same fear that had settled into their marrow years ago and refused to leave.

Selena Carter’s eyes snapped open first. Pain arrived before thought—every joint screaming from yesterday, the day before, and every day since she was twelve. Twenty-two years old and already ancient, the weight of inherited defiance carved into the rigid line of her spine. She pushed up on raw elbows, tight curls plastered to the damp nape of her neck like a crown of thorns she had never asked to wear.

“Shit...” The word scraped out like gravel over dry stone. “Not even five and they already want our blood.”

Beside her, Alíria rolled over, hazel eyes bleary beneath tangled light-brown hair. “Another collective punishment?” Her voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper, the question carrying the faint tremor of someone who already knew the answer and hated it. “We already skipped dinner yesterday.”

Selena did not answer right away. She stood, vertebrae popping like distant gunfire, each small crack a reminder of the body that had once belonged to a girl who dreamed of stars instead of stone. 

“They give orders,” she said, voice flat as stone. “We obey. That’s how we stay alive.”

The door exploded inward.

Fahid Karaam Junior stormed in—albino Croog skin white as bleached bone, twin electric-blue irises burning in the gloom like twin accusations no one dared name. The whip at his hip looked welded to him, an extension of the man he pretended to be, yet the way his gaze flicked across the room—never quite landing, never quite escaping—betrayed the fracture beneath the performance.

“Still here?” he snarled. “Ten minutes. Anyone left inside eats twenty lashes. And I count every single one.”

Selena met his stare without blinking. Not bravery. Strategy. Fear only fed them. For a fraction of a second something flickered behind those glowing eyes—not just disgust. Something heavier. A shadow of recognition, perhaps, or the ghost of a question neither of them could afford to ask aloud. It vanished before she could name it, the way it always did when others were watching. The brand of his gaze lingered on the back of her neck as she passed, a heat that had nothing to do with the lash and everything to do with the dangerous, unspeakable line they both refused to cross.

The other nine women were already bolting for the door. Selena let herself be pulled. Outside, Sector 7 boiled with motion. Thousands of humans—fallen nobles, commoners, survivors of Syro—shuffled in ragged lines toward the transport terminal, their footsteps a muted rhythm of resignation and something quieter, something that still refused to die.

Darren Christov fell into step beside her, deposed prince of Syro, blond hair dull with dirt, sky-blue eyes still sharp enough to cut. In the press of bodies their shoulders brushed once—accidental, deliberate, impossible to tell. The old language of trust passed between them without a word.

“Everything set for tonight?” she murmured without looking at him.

“Everyone you flagged has been warned. After curfew. Same spot.”

Selena gave the tiniest nod. 

The overcrowded train screeched away, bodies packed so tight that breathing felt like theft. The air inside smelled of rust and terror and the faint, stubborn undercurrent of sweat-soaked hope.

When the doors finally hissed open, desert heat slammed into them like an open furnace. An endless field of jagged, multicolored stones stretched to the horizon, shimmering under the blood-red dawn like the shattered remains of some ancient, forgotten kingdom.

Prince Kwame Nankela waited with arms folded, umber skin, twin golden irises that looked forged in hellfire. His royal gold robes gleamed mockingly against the dust, every fold a reminder of the paradise his people had claimed and poisoned in the same breath.

“You’re late,” he snapped. “I despise waiting.”

Selena’s hatred surged so hot she tasted copper. Four in the morning, asshole. What did you expect? The words stayed behind her teeth—survival math, the same equation her father had once tried to solve with bullets and belief.

Alíria pinched her hard. Kwame either didn’t hear or chose not to. Fahid dropped his gaze, jaw tight, the small betrayal of his posture saying more than any whip ever could.

“My fault, Your Highness,” Fahid said quickly. “It won’t happen again.”

“Bring forward the representative of the vermin.”

Selena stepped out. Eyes down. Not submission—calculation. Every second she spent looking at the ground was another second she stayed alive, another second the fire inside her could burn unseen.

Kwame circled her slowly, boots crunching stone, predator measuring prey. He stopped inches away, breath hot on her face, close enough that she could smell the expensive breakfast on his tongue and the rot of inherited certainty beneath it.

“See those rocks?” He pointed. “I want them piled neatly at the far end of the field. Right now.”

No one argued. They began.

The stones weighed like sins. Two hours later the pile stood finished. Children of twelve and elders with paper-thin skin trembled on their feet. Selena wiped sweat from her brow, chest heaving, the ache in her muscles a familiar companion that whispered of other mornings, other fathers, other broken promises.

“It’s done. Can we return?”

Kwame’s smile never touched his eyes. “Excellent work. Now put every single stone back exactly where you found it.”

A ripple of disbelief swept the crowd, the kind that precedes despair or defiance—sometimes both at once.

Darren stepped forward, voice steady despite cracked lips. “Your Highness, we haven’t eaten since yesterday. We have elders. Children. Show a shred of mercy.”

Kwame laughed—dry, brittle, joyless. “The deposed prince of filth begging for mercy? How poetic. Where was your mercy when your people flayed my kind alive? When her father—” he seized Selena’s arm hard enough to bruise “—betrayed and murdered mine?”

Selena didn’t flinch. She locked eyes with him. The hatred between them was older than both of them, personal, radioactive. She could feel her father’s ghost in that grip, the same ghost that had taught her the difference between kneeling and waiting.

Darren tried again. “At least water for the children...”

Kwame’s whip sang three times across the back of twelve-year-old Yoshiro Inzagui. The cracks echoed. Skin split. Screams tore the air.

Selena dropped to her knees, shielding the boy with her body. “He’s only a child!”

“And so were ours,” Kwame spat. “Back to work. Before the whip sings on your own face.”

Selena and Darren exchanged a look—pure venom laced with something far more lethal. Resolve. The kind that did not break, only sharpened.

The group obeyed before blood could spill again.

Yoshiro rose on shaking legs, back raw meat under the climbing sun. Every time he bent for another stone his knees buckled. Selena, Darren, and Alíria watched in silence, stomachs churning. Not just pity. Recognition. That boy could be any of them tomorrow. Or yesterday.

On the fifth trip Yoshiro collapsed. The stone rolled away. He sank to his knees, gasping, silent tears carving clean tracks through the dust.

Darren broke ranks before anyone could stop him.

“Hey... easy. Sit.” He eased the boy down, crouched eye-level. “Rest. I’ll carry yours and mine. I swear it.”

Yoshiro nodded, gratitude shining through the pain. A small kindness. The kind that could topple empires if enough people remembered it.

It was enough to detonate Kwame.

“Vermin! Back to work!”

Darren rose slowly. “He’s breaking, Highness. Look at him. He needs a medic, water, food. His body is shutting down.”

Kwame’s laugh was razor wire. “And Your Highness doesn’t need a new kingdom? Fertile soil? Food for your starving rats? This isn’t a luxury resort. I decide who deserves what. Work, or both of you get twenty-four hours of nothing.”

“I’ll do his share,” Darren said, low and iron-hard. “Just let the boy rest.”

Kwame raised the whip.

Darren caught it mid-air. Leather sliced his palm open. Blood welled hot. He didn’t let go.

Stunned by the defiance, Kwame snapped like a rabid animal—head-butt to the nose. Crack. Darren staggered. A sweep took his legs; he crashed onto scorching sand. Kwame’s boots slammed into ribs—once, twice, three times. Darren curled, groaning. Kwame fisted blond hair, yanked him to his knees. Blood poured from the broken nose.

“Remember this, worm,” he hissed against Darren’s ear. “You’re not on your shit planet anymore.”

More kicks to the gut. Darren coughed crimson.

“That beast is going to kill my son!” Svetlana, Darren’s mother screamed, voice shattering.

A former human royal guard, lunged forward. A soldier rammed a rifle barrel into his chest.

“One more step and I paint your asshole with lead, slave.”

Stephan, Darren’s seventeen-year-old brother, gripped his shoulder. “Don’t make it worse, big guy,” he whispered.

Kwame finally stopped. He spread his arms to the sky, inhaling the absolute power like perfume, then let out a low, cruel chuckle.

“Everyone rest. Drink water. Because the one doing your work now... is your precious prince.” He crouched, patting Darren’s bloody cheek almost tenderly. “Be the hero you want to be.”

Selena surged forward. “Have you lost your mind? You can’t—”

“Watch me, slave.”

“Enough!” she roared. “If you want to punish me so badly for whatever my father supposedly did to yours, kill me and be done. But leave them alone!”

Kwame leaned in until their noses almost brushed. “Don’t flatter yourself. The galaxy doesn’t revolve around you. Killing you would be too quick. Compared to what your father did to us... this is mercy.” His golden eyes blazed with generational venom. “But if you’re so eager to die, go ahead. I won’t stop you. Hell, maybe one of your own will do it for me.”

Selena held the stare, trembling with contained fury. “Then get comfortable. Because you’ll be waiting forever. You will never break me.”

Kwame’s smile was a razor. “Cut the water!” he bellowed. “No one drinks, no one eats, no one sits until the slave prince finishes every stone. Thanks to your representative, anyone who sits... gets a bullet.”

Fahid produced a chair, shade umbrella, and a table groaning with the finest morning T3a. Kwame lounged under the humming electric canopy, sipping slowly while thousands stood in the furnace. Including the whipped child. Legs shaking. Eyes wet. No one dared sit.

Darren dragged himself up, covered in dirt and blood. He limped to the stones. Each step was torture. Ribs like knives. Muscles on fire. Yet he lifted the first rock and let out a raw, defiant roar that carried across the field like a promise no whip could silence.

Hours bled past. The sun hammered down. The standing crowd swayed like dying reeds. Darren was only halfway through, but he never stopped.

2:00 p.m.

Final stone. Palms shredded, whip wound still bleeding freely. Every cell screamed. A few meters left. He reached it. Dropped the rock.

And collapsed.

Silence held for one heartbeat.

Then the entire exhausted, starving, scorched crowd erupted in fierce applause—not cheers, but a raw, wordless tribute to the human prince who had just bought them one more day. The sound rolled across the stones like distant thunder, the first real storm in years.

Kwame stood, bored. “I’m tired of this. Feed the wretches and take them back.”

Fahid bowed.

Svetlana rushed to Darren, supported by Stephan and Yuri. Selena and Alíria moved toward him too—until Ivy  stepped into their path like a wall.

“Where do you think you’re going, harbinger?”

“I need to see how Darren is,” Selena said, trying to step around.

Ivy blocked her again. “My Darren is hurt—and it’s all your fault.” Each word came with a jab to Selena’s chest. “Grow a brain for once. Do us all a favor: die. Soon. Before we have to do it ourselves.”

The crowd surged behind Ivy. Accusing stares. Murmurs. Selena felt the collective judgment like a blade between her ribs, the old fracture lines of loyalty and blame widening under the weight of survival.

Alíria pulled her away by the shoulders. “Come on. Nothing left for us here.”

Selena let herself be led, hollow. On the march back, a small hand slipped into hers. Yoshiro—still trembling with pain—squeezed hard.

“No matter what they say,” the boy whispered, eyes forward, “you and Prince Darren will always be my heroes. I admire you, Selena Carter.”

His smile, cracked and brave, was the first light she’d seen all day. Her eyes stung. She blinked it away and kept walking.

But deep in her chest, a fire burned brighter than the desert sun.

Tonight, in the shadows of Sector 7, the plan she and Darren had been forging for weeks would finally ignite.

And this time—not the whip, not centuries of hatred—would stop them.

. 

––––––––
[image: ]


. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – Resist or Die. 
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Kingdom of Muhenda, Kl8ngon  

Slave City, Sector Seven 

3:00 p.m.

The infirmary smelled of rust, piss, and despair so thick it coated the tongue like a second skin no amount of water could wash away.

Darren lay on a stained cot no better than a slab of concrete, chest rising in shallow, agonized hitches. Broken ribs jutted like shattered glass beneath his skin, each breath a quiet accusation against the world that had taught him heroism always carried a price. The brutal labor had torn muscle fibers so badly the slave-doctors—former royal physicians from Syro, their titles now reduced to whispered relics—had no choice but to sedate him into a coma just to keep his heart from exploding. Five days. That was the rule. Heal or be declared useless. A single bullet waited at the end of that clock, patient as the desert itself.

Svetlana knelt beside him, queen in rags, fingers trembling as she brushed sweat-soaked blond hair from his forehead. The gesture was gentle, almost reverent—the only softness left in a life that had once worn crowns and now wore only the memory of them. Behind her, Stephan stood seventeen and already carrying the weight of an older brother’s ghost, fists clenched so tight the knuckles bled white. He did not cry. Not here. Not where the walls had ears and every tear could be weaponized against them.

Fahid Karaam Junior moved through the sector like a shadow with purpose, distributing the meager loaves and water skins himself, pressing extra portions into the hands of the weakest without a word or a glance that might betray him. His electric-blue eyes flicked once toward the infirmary door, then away—too quickly. No one noticed. No one was meant to. Inside that glance lived a war no one could see: the overseer who cracked whips by day, and the man who would burn the world to keep one particular slave alive. The contradiction had long since stopped tearing at him; it had simply become the shape of his life.

In the women’s dorm, Selena paced like a caged panther, the narrow space between bunks too small for the storm inside her.

“I said move, Alíria.” Her voice cracked with raw need, the kind that leadership could never quite bury. “I have to see him.”

Alíria planted herself square in the doorway, arms spread, light-brown hair falling across determined eyes that had learned too early how fragile hope could be. “Not happening. You walk in there now and you’ll only give the guards a reason to drag you both out.”

Selena’s hands raked through her tight curls, the familiar motion a poor substitute for the control she craved. “They can’t stop me. We’re friends. If they want me dead so badly, fine—let them try. But nobody tells me when I can check on my own people.”

Alíria didn’t budge. “We all know you’re unbreakable, Selena. Steel spine, iron will, blah blah. I’m not doubting it. I’m begging you to use that head for five seconds. It’s too soon. You go storming in and you’ll make everything worse. Wait for dark. We have the first meeting tonight. After that you can slip in calm, quiet, smart.”

Selena let out a guttural scream—pure frustration, pure helplessness—and slammed her fist against the wall. The impact barely registered; she had no strength left to bruise anything but her own heart. The secret she carried burned hotter than any wound: the medicine that could heal Darren in minutes, the one her mother had died hiding from Luther. One dose and the resistance would have its guide. One dose and every soul in this dorm would burn with her. Life for him, death for the rest of them. She had weighed it a thousand times and still found no scale that balanced.

Alíria softened, just a fraction, the loyalty in her eyes older than either of them. “I know it sucks. But it’s the only play we have right now. Eat something. Rest. Please.”

Selena exhaled through her teeth. “Fine. Bathroom first. I’ll be right back.”

She snatched her ration and crossed the few steps to the filthy stall. The moment the door clicked shut behind her, the dam broke.

She slid down the grimy wall until she hit the floor, knees to chest, and cried like the scared girl she never let anyone see. Shoulders shaking. Tears cutting clean tracks through the dirt on her face. In the cracked shard of mirror above the hole-in-the-floor toilet, she caught her own reflection—hollow eyes, cracked lips—and looked away before she could hate herself more. Just five more days, she told the ghost in the glass. Hold on, Darren. I’m coming. The words tasted like a prayer she no longer believed in, yet could not stop whispering.

***
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SLAVE CITY, SECTOR Seven  

11:30 p.m.

Moonlight painted the barracks silver, cold and indifferent. Every artificial light in the city had died the instant curfew sirens wailed, leaving only the red sweep of watchtower lasers to carve the darkness into measured slices of survival.

Two shadows hugged the wall, sliding sideways like smoke trying not to be noticed by the night itself.

“Stay glued to the concrete,” Selena breathed. “Maximum contact.”

“I’m trying,” Alíria whispered, voice tight with terror, palms scraping stone as if touch alone could anchor her to the world. “I swear I’m trying.”

“If we reach Dorm Thirty-Three, there’s a blind alley that dumps us behind the city. Light guard presence.” Selena’s eyes flicked up to the watchtowers sweeping red targeting lasers across the yard, their rhythm as familiar as a lover’s breath. “Three heavy guns here. Each thermal sweep takes five seconds. We move in the gap.”

Alíria’s breath hitched. “I’m almost afraid to ask how you know their exact rhythm.”

Selena only shrugged, gaze never leaving the towers. Because the man who programs them kisses me in the dark and hates himself for it every single time. The thought flickered across her mind like a forbidden flame—dangerous, necessary, and never to be spoken aloud.

“Okay, genius—how exactly do we keep from becoming Swiss cheese?”

“How are your legs?”

“Shaking like hell, but functional. Why?”

“You’re going to need them more than oxygen the second I give the signal. And whatever you do—don’t let the sensors paint you.”

“What signal? What are you—”

“Now.”

Alíria blinked. “Now wha—”

“Run.”

Selena exploded forward. Alíria, half a heartbeat behind, sprinted after her, heart jackhammering against her ribs like it wanted out.

“Seriously? Sprinting was the master plan?” Alíria panted as they tore across open ground, the absurdity almost enough to mask the terror.

“Complain less. Sprint more.”

They ran for their lives.

Fifteen minutes of pure adrenaline—dodging sweeping red beams, lungs burning, feet pounding dust that rose like accusations. Then Alíria’s ankle rolled. She crashed, tumbling hard. The nearest turret’s laser locked on her heat signature with a hungry whine.

Selena skidded to a stop, eyes wide. “Alíria!”

“Go! Leave me!”

“Not without you.” Selena spun back, sprinting straight into the kill zone. She dropped to a knee, hand outstretched. The turret’s targeting laser swept over both of them, painting twin red dots on their chests like twin marks of judgment.

“You’re insane,” Alíria gasped, grabbing her hand and hauling herself up.

“I never leave my own behind.” Their eyes locked for one fierce second. Alíria’s smile broke through the fear like sunrise after the longest night. In that moment, the weight of leadership felt almost bearable—shared, if only for a breath.

Together they bolted. The turret tracked them, but somehow—impossibly—held fire.

They dove into the dark alley and spilled out the far side of the city, chests heaving, legs jelly.

“You okay?” Selena wheezed.

“Yeah... yeah, I’m good.” Alíria braced hands on knees, still trembling. “That was too close. Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“I thought we were dead. I mean really dead. Those guns should’ve turned us into red mist. Why didn’t they?”

Selena said nothing. She just looked at her friend with an unreadable intensity. Because the man who controls them loves me enough to risk everything. The silence between them held more truth than either could afford to name.

Footsteps approached—six pairs, quiet but purposeful.

“Hey, rebel.” Stephan stepped out of the shadows and pulled her into a quick, fierce hug. “Thanks for the turret intel.”

“Anytime. We’re in this together.” Selena hugged him back, feeling the tremor in his shoulders. The boy was growing into a man far too fast, the war aging him in ways no mirror could hide.

“We all here?” Stephan asked.

“Looks like it,” Yuri answered beside him, massive frame coiled with tension.

“Then let’s begin.” Stephan paced the small clearing, voice low but carrying steel forged in the same fires that had broken his brother. “You were chosen because of what you represent—not luck, not chance. My brother and Selena have been watching every single one of you since the day he was dragged in chains. He should be standing here tonight, but...” His voice cracked for half a second, the fracture revealing the boy beneath the leader. “Obvious reasons. So I’m Stephan Christov, and in his absence Selena and I are kicking this off. The escape plan we’ve bled for starts now.”

He stopped, looked each face in the eye, as if memorizing the exact shape of their defiance.

“Welcome to the resistance.”

Alíria’s voice trembled. “How’s Darren?”

“Bad.” Stephan swallowed. “He can barely breathe without screaming. They put him under. He’s the only one who knows the exact route to the rebel colony. Without him we’ve got nothing. We need a miracle before the five-day clock runs out.”

Selena’s fists clenched until her nails bit flesh. The miracle is already in my pocket, she thought. And it might kill us all.

Stephan placed warm hands on her shoulders. “We don’t have time to talk more. Wake-up siren’s coming. Everyone back to your bunks. Rest while you can. Dismissed.”

He squeezed Selena’s shoulders once, pocketed his hands, and melted into the night.

The others exchanged uneasy glances and slipped away.

Alíria turned to Selena, voice urgent. “What do we do if they execute him in five days? We’re completely screwed right now—hands and feet tied.”

“You and the rest of them... yeah.” Selena’s gaze drifted somewhere far away, voice hollow with the weight of choices no one else could carry.

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Drop it.” Selena started back toward the alley. “We’ll swing by the infirmary on the way to the dorm. I need to see Darren. Tomorrow’s another day of pointless torture.”

“Oh no you don’t.” Alíria jogged after her. “You opened that door—now walk through it. Selena! Girl, get back here. What are you hiding?”

Her voice echoed softly into the moonlit dark as the two friends disappeared around the corner, one secret heavier than the other could possibly guess.
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Chapter 3 – The Dark Side of Paradise. 
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Same Day  

Kingdom of Muhenda, Kl8ngon  

Royal Palace

3:00 p.m. 

The solar-charged Droid-Obot purred to a halt before the palace’s towering gates, black panels gleaming like fresh obsidian under the merciless sun. The driver-side door hissed open. Kwame Nankela stepped out, dark lenses shielding twin golden irises, short brown dreads brushing his brow like a crown of thorns he had never quite earned.

“Engage alarm.”

He pressed his thumb to the biometric pad.

“Alarm active. Identity confirmed: Kwame Nankela.” A synthetic voice answered. The vehicle sank into hibernation with a soft click—untouchable unless its owner’s living fingerprint woke it again. A small mercy, Kwame thought, in a palace where nothing else was.

He strode toward the entrance, boots ringing on marble like the opening notes of a performance he had rehearsed since childhood. Royal Croog guards snapped to attention—some frozen at posts, others patrolling like wolves scenting blood. The moment he pushed the massive doors open, he came face-to-face with his uncle.

Emperor Luther Nankela. Hybrid Croog, deep umber skin, hair and eyes blazing the color of molten flame, built like a god who enjoyed breaking things and calling it justice.

“You’re early,” Luther noted, voice velvet over steel.

“Staring at thousands of sweating humans under that sun every day is exhausting. My eyes can’t take it.” Kwame slid the lenses off, tucking them into his collar with practiced elegance, and continued down the endless corridor as though the palace were a runway he owned. Inside his chest, the lie sat heavier than usual today, pressing against ribs still tight from the desert heat and the memory of a prince’s blood on stone. He wondered, not for the first time, how long a mask could hold before the face beneath it forgot its own shape.

“I don’t envy you,” Luther said, falling into step. “Still... you seem different. Trouble with one of the slaves?”

Kwame’s mouth curved—a crooked, satisfied blade he had perfected years ago. “Not at all. I can promise you I made today the worst of their worthless little lives. The memory will scar them until the day they stop breathing.” The words tasted like ash, but he let them fall anyway, feeding the monster exactly what it craved. Survival, he had learned, often required becoming the very thing you despised in private.

Luther’s laugh boomed. He clapped his nephew on the back—hard enough to sting, affectionate enough to bruise. “That’s my boy. I’d expect nothing less.”

They passed through a glass door onto a vast balcony overlooking an infinity pool. Strategic guards stood like statues at every corner, silent witnesses to conversations that could rewrite kingdoms. The two men dropped into lounge chairs, the city skyline glittering below them like a conquered jewel—beautiful, poisoned, and entirely theirs.

“Your father should never have broken the ancestral oath,” Luther murmured, gaze distant. “Trusting humans was the gravest mistake he ever made. He paid for it with his life.”

“I know,” Kwame replied quietly, the words tasting like ash he had long ago learned to swallow. He kept his face smooth, the mask he wore so well it sometimes felt like skin. “But thank the ancestors you were there to make sure every last one of those bastards received exactly what they deserved. Especially that bitch’s father.” The lie coiled tighter in his throat, a familiar noose. He wondered if Selena Carter could feel the echo of it across the desert, the way her hatred sometimes felt like the only honest thing left between them.

Luther nodded, pleased. “That’s why they must live under constant watch. With that demonic race, caution is never enough.”

“If it’s up to me,” Kwame said, voice low and venomous, feeding the monster exactly what it craved, “those pigs will get what they deserve every single day.” Each syllable carved another fracture in the man he was becoming—the one who still remembered the weight of a human boy’s defiance and the dangerous flicker of something like respect.

Luther studied him, fingers drumming the table, brows arched in delight. “You have no idea how proud I am to hear you say that.” He leaned back, stretching like a satisfied lion. “Life can be so unjust sometimes, you know?”

“Why do you say that?”

“You should have been my son.”

Kwame offered a small smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “But you have Akeem.”

“By the gods—that useless lump?” Luther spat the words without ceremony. “That coward is nothing but dead weight. Serves no purpose whatsoever.”

“Well... you raised me since I was small. In every way that matters, you are my father.” Kwame’s tone was smooth, reassuring—the performance flawless, the knife of guilt twisting deeper with every word. “And don’t worry about Akeem. One day he’ll make you proud. You’ll see.”

Luther’s laugh was pure acid. He shook his head, eyes on the horizon. “Proud moments? From Akeem? Only if he’s reborn. And even then, that pathetic little shit would still disappoint me. I’ve given up on him. Akeem is a walking embarrassment. If a male is going to be born this soft, he might as well never have been born at all.”

Behind the glass door, sixteen-year-old Akeem Nankela stood frozen. Darker umber skin than his father’s, golden eyes wide, brown hair falling across a face that had just been carved open. Each word landed like a whip across his back, reopening scars he pretended did not exist. He felt himself shrink, smaller than the dirt beneath the slaves’ feet—the worst creature on the face of Oblivium. 

***
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ROYAL PALACE  

8:00 p.m.

Dinner candles flickered over crystal and gold, casting long shadows that danced like accusations across the table.

Kwame, Akeem, and the newly returned Commander Obed-Edom sat with the emperor. Obed-Edom—tall, powerfully muscled Croog, Luther’s iron right hand—carved into his steak with enthusiasm, each slice a small declaration of conquest.

“So?” Luther raised a brow, chewing. “How did it go?”

“Better than expected,” Obed-Edom grinned, lifting another forkful. “We found the underground nest of those abominations in Vortum. Massive haul—illegal human paintings, films, ancient books, plus rebel Croog filth. Including writings by that anonymous coward ‘Sunfire.’ I wouldn’t be surprised if Sowety was feeding them.”

“Sowety.” Kwame swirled his wine, sneer sharp as the blade at his uncle’s belt. “Of course it’s her. How long until that insufferable girl stops sticking her nose where it doesn’t belong? Daughter of hell.” The words came easily now, the performance almost automatic, even as a quieter voice inside him wondered how many more lies it would take before the mask fused to bone.

“If she wants to keep my protection—and the water and food I graciously give her filthy people—she will learn to heel like everyone else!” Luther slammed his fist on the table. “But go on—you burned the scum, yes?”

Obed-Edom’s eyes lit with zeal. “Rounded them all up in the concentration field. Made the entire population watch, Sowety included. Then we lit them on fire. One by one.”

Akeem’s fork clattered. “I’ve lost my appetite. May I be excused?”

Luther’s palm crashed down so hard the plates jumped. “Plant that stinking ass back in that chair right now!”

Akeem flinched, sat, throat working, eyes on his plate. Shame, rage, and buried terror clawed up his throat. Tears stung the backs of his eyes; he blinked them away until they blurred the massacre stories still pouring across the table like wine too bitter to swallow. To Luther, Croog homosexuality was a human disease—a corruption meant to rot their traditions. Anyone caught was labeled “child of the evil one,” dragged into the public square, and burned alive while the kingdom watched. Lesson delivered in flames. Akeem felt the heat of those flames licking at the edges of his own secret. 

***
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KINGDOM OF VORTUM, Kl8ngon  

Royal Palace  

11:30 p.m.

Vortum was a broken kingdom still bleeding from war—the final piece Luther needed to rule all Kl8ngon. Queen Sowety Nankova, black-skinned Croog with eyes and hair like living fire, had taken the throne after her parents fell defending it four years ago.

She lay on her threadbare bed, oxygen tube in her nose, staring at the cracked ceiling as if it might offer answers the gods had long since withheld. Sleep refused to come. All she saw were bodies twisting in flames—over a thousand Croogs accused of being “children of the evil one,” burned alive in front of their families. The screams wouldn’t leave her skull; they had become the new rhythm of her pulse.

With a frustrated cry she hurled the pillow across the room and stormed to the bathroom. She tore open the medicine cabinet, frantically scanning labels for anything strong enough to knock her unconscious and silence the ghosts.

“Where is the damn thing?!” Bottles clattered to the floor.

A violent knock shook the bedroom door.

“Go away!” she shouted, hands pressed to her temples.

“It’s an emergency, Your Majesty!” Ornelah’s voice—loyal blue-skinned servant from Tr1n, gray irises and fiery red hair.

Sowety yanked the door open. “What emergency?”

“Fire, ma’am. No time to explain—we must leave now! The main exits are already engulfed. Follow me—I know a hidden route.”

Still half-dazed, Sowety let Ornelah pull her through secret passages, the stone cold beneath her bare feet a small, grounding mercy.

Fifteen minutes later the entire palace was a roaring inferno.

Sowety stood barefoot in the dirt, wrapped in a plain brown hooded cloak, watching the only home she had ever known—every memory of her parents, every laugh, every tear—collapse into glowing ash. Evacuation had been flawless; no one injured. But the pain was surgical, precise, the kind that left no scar visible to the world yet bled forever inside.

“It’s gone, Your Majesty,” Ornelah whispered sadly behind her.

“This was no accident,” Sowety hissed through gritted teeth, the words tasting of smoke and certainty.

“It had to be him,” Ornelah agreed, flames dancing in her eyes like a promise of future reckoning.

“Who else? The most despicable Croog alive.” Sowety’s voice shook with pure hatred, tears cutting tracks down her soot-streaked cheeks while the fire reflected in her blazing gaze. “Luther Nankela. That bastard king of Muhenda.” The vow settled in her chest like a second heart—smaller than the one that still mourned her parents, but burning twice as bright.
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ROYAL PALACE, MUHENDA  

11:30 p.m.

Akeem lay curled on his side in the dark, mind drifting through nightmares he could never outrun, when the door handle turned with deliberate slowness. Soft footsteps crossed the room. He knew that breathing pattern by heart, the way some children knew lullabies.

“Hey, baby boy.” Obed-Edom’s voice slid through the shadows as he perched on the edge of the bed, the mattress dipping under his weight like a trap closing. “I saw how the dinner talk got under your skin.”

Akeem didn’t move. “Why burn innocents? They’re living beings.”

“They’re diseased. Infected with human rot. They needed to be freed—purified by the gods’ fire.” Obed-Edom’s hand rested heavy on the boy’s shoulder, thumb tracing a slow, possessive circle that felt less like comfort and more like ownership. “But don’t worry, baby boy. As long as you keep listening to your mentor, that fate will never find you. Your father will never know you’re Sunfire.”

Akeem’s eyes flew open in the dark. His fingers crushed the sheets. One hot tear slipped free, soaking the fabric. The commander’s promise—and threat—hung in the air like smoke that refused to clear, the kind that lingered long after the flames had died, reminding him exactly who held the match.
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Chapter 4 – The Spark That Lit the Inferno (23 Years Earlier). 
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Year 3000 

Kingdom of Syro, Continent Od7ssa, Oblivium

3:40 a.m. 

The night burned. Heat pressed down like a living thing, thick with toxic mist that clawed at every throat. Anyone still breathing wore a small air-tube pressed to their nose, its soft hiss the only sound between gasps.

Deep beneath the city, in a secret tunnel hideout, Irina Carter paced. Ex-geneticist to the Syro royal court, she moved like a caged panther—hands twisting, eyes darting to the reinforced door every few seconds. The child inside her kicked once, a tiny reminder that time was no longer a luxury.

“SILA... locate Victor,” she ordered the glowing AI console.

The system hummed, scanning.

A metallic click. The door slid open.

Irina spun. Relief crashed over her so hard she nearly stumbled. She flew at her husband, arms locking around his neck, face buried in his chest.

“My love—” Her voice cracked. “You took forever. Are you hurt? Did they touch you?”

Victor Carter held her tight, then gently pulled back just enough to kiss her—long, desperate, grounding. His dark skin glistened with sweat; his eyes, sharp and exhausted, softened only for her. In that kiss lived every promise he had made: to their unborn daughter, to the future they were stealing from the jaws of extinction.

“I’m fine. Nothing happened.” He stroked her cheek. “But the rumors are true. Our allies confirmed it.”

He moved to the makeshift bedroom alcove, voice low and urgent.

“The queen is ready to wipe out every low-income housing block in two days if I don’t surface.”

Irina’s arms dropped. “She’s insane. She can’t force you—”

“She can. And she already has.” Victor knelt on the old mattress, thumb pressing a hidden biometric pad high on the wall. The safe clicked open. “She couldn’t use you against me, so now she’s putting the blood of thousands on my hands.” He pulled out sleek pistol-shaped devices and slipped them into a black duffel. “Luckily every block was warned. We’ll see how many join the exodus. I just hope they understand what staying means.”

Irina brushed her light-brown hair behind one ear, worry carving lines around her eyes. “Where are we even going?”

“Muhenda.” Victor sealed the safe and stood, facing her fully.

She stared. “You do realize what you’re saying? We’re human. Humans aren’t welcome there.”

“I know.” He cupped her face, thumbs tracing her cheekbones, golden-honey eyes locking with his. In that touch lived the weight of every risk: the ancestral law that would brand them vermin, the shield that might never lower for them, the child who would grow up between two worlds that hated each other. “But we have no choice. And neither will they once they learn what’s really at stake.” He pressed his forehead to hers, hands sliding down to intertwine with hers. “It’s time for a new life. Far from this poison. For our daughter.”

Irina’s breath hitched. “I pray your plan works. Because if it doesn’t... the queen won’t show us a shred of mercy.”

“Trust me.” Victor dropped to one knee and kissed the gentle swell of her belly. Irina threaded her fingers through his hair, eyes closed, clinging to the moment like a lifeline. For one heartbeat the war outside vanished; only the three of them existed.

That same night Victor, Irina, and a handful of trusted Syro intelligence agents led three hundred desperate souls out of the doomed blocks—the only ones who believed him. Two days later, when no surrender came, the queen kept her word. Bombs fell. Thousands died screaming.

They came in a stealth jet, invisible to every scanner, landing deep in Kritt3ra—the albino Croog kingdom—with help from a secret ally who owed Victor his life. They hid in a high mountain cave, safe from the lethal UV rays that would fry them by day.

Now came Victor’s final gamble: reach Muhenda and secure asylum for every soul he had dragged into the dark with him.

Entry required an online pre-application. The system filtered candidates. Only five were called for interview. Only one was ever approved—and allowed to bring family.

Victor entered the Kritt3rian ally as the applicant.

***
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INTERVIEW CENTER, KRITT3RA

The room was white, sterile, and deathly quiet—too quiet. Fahid Karaam sat across from the young umber interviewer, wristwatch ticking down like a bomb.

“What brings you to Muhenda, Mr... Fahid Karaam?” The interviewer glanced at the holographic file, eyes narrowing.

Fahid—albino skin like fresh snow, dual electric-blue irises—finally looked up from his watch. The countdown glowed faintly.

“You really expect me to answer that?”

“It’s part of the process. I need a response.”

Fahid leaned forward, elbows on the desk, watch deliberately visible. The timer continued its silent descent. Cameras watched from every angle.

“Look outside,” he said, voice raw. “The world is a fucking apocalypse. No food. No water. Children—Croog children—are snatched every day. You know what happens to them? They’re butchered. Cooked. Served for dinner.”

The interviewer swallowed hard.

“You live in this pastel paradise, belly full, complaining about nothing. I’m done watching kids carved up because there’s not enough to eat. I want something better for my family. Understand?”

The young man paled. He glanced back at the file, trying to regain control. “It also says you’re an inventor. We have plenty of those in Muhenda already... and—” He gave a nervous chuckle. “You want an audience with the King?”

“Yes.” Fahid’s smile was razor-sharp. “And guess who’s going to take me to him?”

“Enlighten me.”

“You, idiot.” Fahid leaned closer, fingers laced. “See this watch? It’s not a watch. It’s a digital signal hijacker—military grade. Capable of collapsing any system. In forty-five minutes your main grid goes dark. I just uploaded a malware. Gradual paralysis. By the time you reach the corner, your whole kingdom will be blind.”

He leaned back, boots on the desk.

“So here’s the deal, asshole. Take me to the King of Muhenda. Right now. Or kiss your power supply goodbye.”

The interviewer’s face drained of color. The watch continued its merciless countdown.

***
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KINGDOM OF MUHENDA, Kl8ngon  

Royal Palace  

8:15 a.m.

King Sethus Nankela stormed down the marble corridor in full royal regalia, the fine Muhendan silk whispering against his skin. Tension carved deep lines into his face.

“How bad is it, Obed-Edom?”

The young umber advisor kept pace, voice clipped. “The Kritt3rian’s device breached our system through the interview center in Kritt3ra. I’ve never seen anything like it, Majesty. The city is descending into chaos. The malware is freezing tertiary systems one by one. Our programmers are helpless. If you refuse to see him in the next thirty minutes, the entire power grid will collapse.”

Sethus shoved the throne-room doors open with both hands and dropped into the massive chair, fingers drumming the armrest. His eyes fixed on the glowing countdown on his wristwatch. For the first time in years, the crown felt like true weight.

“Fine. Mobilize a squad. Escort that son of a bitch here. Now.”

“Are you certain, Majesty?”

Sethus shot him a withering look. “My mind is so clouded I barely remember my own name. Of course I’m certain, you idiot. Otherwise I wouldn’t be king.”

“Forgive me.” Obed-Edom bowed low. “I’ll dispatch the escort immediately.”

“And why am I still hearing you breathe? Are you waiting for the palace to sprout wings and fly to Kritt3ra? Move that lazy ass and get out of my sight, incompetent!”

The advisor backed away in a flurry of bows.

“I’m surrounded by useless fools,” Sethus muttered, rubbing his temples. “Someone fetch Luther. I want him in here now.”

Five minutes later, Fahid Karaam was marched into the throne room under heavy guard. The albino Croog adjusted his collar with deliberate calm, eyes locked on the most powerful ruler in Oblivium.

“Don’t touch me,” Fahid snapped at the guard who shoved him. He straightened his clothes and met Sethus’s narrowed gaze without flinching.

“Well, well,” the king said, leaning forward. “The Kritt3rian who threatens to cripple my kingdom. Congratulations—you have my full attention. Now tell me... what the hell do you want?”

“Asylum,” Fahid said steadily. “For me and the three hundred souls under my protection.”

Sethus barked a laugh and turned to Luther, standing at his right hand. “Three hundred beings? Is he joking?”

Fahid didn’t flinch. “Do I look like I’m joking?”

“Watch your tone, you wretch!” Luther stepped forward, voice like thunder. “You’re not in your filthy backwater anymore. You stand before the mightiest Croog alive. Show respect!”

“Oh, forgive me if I bruised the maiden’s feelings,” Fahid drawled. “That was never my intention.”

Luther lunged. Sethus caught his brother’s arm. “Enough, Luther. We don’t want our guest thinking we’re savages.” The king’s eyes bored into Fahid. “I cannot grant asylum to three hundred Croogs. And I do not bow to threats or blackmail. Give me one damn good reason why I should.”

“Fair.” Fahid nodded once. “I’m an inventor. Queen Svetlana of Syro wanted my devices to wage war on your kingdom and seize your resources. I refused. Now I’m hunted like an animal, my wife with me. That’s why I’m here.”

Sethus studied him. “A plausible motive. Still... something nags at me. How does a lowly Kritt3rian end up in Syro, pursued by royalty over supposed inventions?”

Fahid’s smile was small and sharp. “You’re observant, Majesty. Here comes the best part.” He raised his left wrist and tapped the watch. Snipers tensed. Sethus lifted a hand—hold fire.

The holographic projection over Fahid’s skin dissolved like melting snow. White albino tone peeled away, revealing warm human flesh.

“My name is Victor Carter. Inventor. Former Syro intelligence agent. I am human.”

Every weapon in the room snapped up. Victor remained perfectly still, hands raised.

“Lower your weapons!” Sethus roared. The guards obeyed—except Luther, who kept his pistol trained on Victor’s head.

“That filth lied to us the entire time?” Luther snarled. “A human worm mocking us in our own palace? He deserves death!”

“Finished your tantrum?” Sethus snapped. “I’m trying to solve this. Nobody dies today. Lower the damn gun before I do it for you.”

Luther’s jaw worked. Slowly, reluctantly, he obeyed.

“Better.” Sethus turned back to Victor, genuinely impressed. “I’ll admit I’m surprised.”

“You’d be even more surprised by what the rest of my inventions can do.” Victor’s voice stayed calm, even with rifles aimed at his skull. “I offer them all to your kingdom—every last one—in exchange for what I’ve asked.”

“Tempting. You’re a genius. I never imagined you were human.” Sethus leaned back. “But understand this, Victor. Our people have a... chronic aversion to yours. You’re essentially scum to us. No offense.”

“None taken. I knew that. This disguise was the only way to reach you. I come in peace. As proof, I’ve already removed the malware. Reboot the system and everything returns to normal.”

“Obed-Edom. Verify.”

The advisor tapped a tablet. “Confirmed, Majesty. Grid is back online.”

Instantly, guards swarmed Victor, snapping electronic cuffs behind his back and forcing him to his knees.

“You realize you’re completely at my mercy now, human?” Sethus’s voice dropped to a dangerous calm. “No one threatens Muhenda and walks away. Especially not a human. It would take stepping over my corpse.”

Victor smiled, cool and unafraid. “With respect, Majesty... you know having me as an ally would be the wisest move you could make.”

“For a man facing certain death, you’re remarkably bold.”

“I’d call it realistic. Let’s be honest—everyone in this room knows I could end your entire kingdom with a snap of my fingers. But that’s not my plan. Serving you benefits me far more than serving Syro’s queen.”

Sethus considered him for a long moment. “Suppose you’re right. What guarantee do I have you won’t turn on me later?”

“None. You’ll simply have to trust the word of a human.”

Luther muttered under his breath.

“I’m not forcing anything,” Victor continued. “I’m not like my queen. I ask only for a small patch of land. No contact with your people if that worries you. Just a quiet place where we can live in peace—decent food, clean water, breathable air, protection.”

Sethus tapped his fingers on the armrest. “And the three hundred you mentioned... all human?”

“Yes. Rest easy on that. If they hadn’t come with me, most would already be dead under Syro’s extermination bombs. I’ll personally vouch for every one of them. Anything goes wrong, you hold me accountable.”

“Sethus...” Luther began.

“It’s Your Majesty!” Sethus cut him off sharply. “And the next time you interrupt me, I’ll have you removed.”

Luther swallowed, fists clenched. “Forgive me. It won’t happen again.” He forced the words out. “But surely you’re not considering this... this walking garbage’s proposal?”

“Who is king here? Me or you?”

“You, of course.”

“Good. Because for a second I thought it was the other way around.” Sethus waved a hand. “Prepare a guest room for our visitor. We’ll continue this at dinner.”

The guards stared, stunned. Luther’s face twisted with barely contained fury. He grabbed Victor’s arm, yanked him upright, and shoved him forward.
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10:00 A.M. 

Sethus stood on the vast throne-room balcony, crystal glass of light wine in hand, eyes lost in the glittering city below. Footsteps approached. He didn’t turn.

“Installed our guest yet?”

“Funny you call an obvious enemy a ‘guest,’” Luther answered from the doorway. “But yes. As ordered.”

“Excellent.”

“May I speak freely?”

Sethus sighed. “I’m not in the mood for another lecture, Luther.”

“As your official counselor—please.”

“Fine. Speak.”

Luther stepped onto the balcony. “I know you have a good heart. Generous. Sensitive. You want to do what’s right—that’s our Croog nature. But not everyone thinks like you anymore. People exploit that kindness. We learned that lesson from the humans themselves.”

Sethus took a slow sip. “Ah. So all this drivel is just to convince me I made a huge mistake?”

“You were reckless. We can’t ignore reality.”

“And here we go...”

“The presence of that human is an insult to our kingdom. A slap to our ancestors who died so we could breathe free air.”

“We can’t cling to the past forever.”

“How can you say that?” Luther’s voice rose. “Our ancestors are sacred!”

Sethus turned, walking back inside toward the hidden bar. “You realize we’re talking about Croogs who died centuries ago? Want a better life? Then do what I do, brother. Move on.”

“I barely recognize you. You speak as if their blood and sacrifice meant nothing.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“It’s exactly what you’re implying.” Luther blocked his path, eyes burning. “Who guarantees this human is telling the truth? What if it’s all a queen’s trap? Using this nobody as bait, that ridiculous invention, that pathetic speech—just to catch us off guard? Don’t be fooled! The only safe solution is to kill him now. Before you commit the worst mistake of your reign and betray your own people.”

Sethus studied his brother for a long moment. “Tell me something, Luther. You remember how you arrived here, yes?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“You remember how in your mother’s city in Vortum no one cared about you? Everyone despised you. Even your own mother rejected you. Our father refused to acknowledge you as his firstborn. You tried to assassinate him—multiple times—including me in the bargain.”

“That’s ancient history. Why bring it up?”

“So you don’t forget that despite all of it, I—Sethus Nankela—was the only one who offered you a hand. The whole kingdom saw you as an enemy, yet I brought you here. I legitimized you as my brother. I pulled you out of the gutter. Today you’re respected—even feared—because someone chose to believe in you when no one else would.” Sethus pressed the glass into Luther’s hand. “Before you question my decisions or judge Victor, remember who you were. I’m going to see my son.”

Sethus turned and left.

Luther remained rooted in place, brows furrowed, teeth grinding, fists white-knuckled around the glass. The wine tasted suddenly bitter—the same mercy that had once saved him now threatened everything he had built.
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A GILDED DOOR OPENED. Sethus stepped into the royal dressing chamber. Queen Malia Nankela stood before an enormous mirror, servants adjusting the folds of her gown. Her posture was regal, powerful, breathtaking.

“Is there any way to make you even more beautiful?” Sethus asked softly, drinking in the sight.

Malia met his eyes in the reflection. “Sethus? I didn’t hear you come in.”

“I wanted to check on my beautiful wife and our little Kwame.”

“He’s fine.” She turned slightly, studying the dress with a critical eye. “Besides refusing to let me rest, crying, and nursing nonstop, there’s nothing to worry about. Though I feel like a puddle of fat these days.” She spun the other way with a half-smile. “Still surviving.”

Sethus crossed the room and slipped his arms around her from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder. “You’re more radiant than ever. Look at you.”

“You only say that to make me feel better,” she murmured, but leaned into him all the same. With a graceful wave, she dismissed the servants. Once the door clicked shut, her expression sobered. “Now... I heard about the Kritt3rian who threatened our system this morning. The one who turned out to be neither Kritt3rian nor Croog. And that you ordered him housed right here, under our roof.” She turned in his arms to face him. “What has gotten into you, Sethus?”

Sethus exhaled. “Whatever gossiping busybody Luther told you, I know exactly what I’m doing.”

“A human, Sethus. A cursed, arrogant, treacherous race that exploited our welcoming nature for centuries. They enslaved us on our own planet. They humiliated us.”

“I know our history,” he said quietly. “But none of what happened was Victor’s fault. Or ours.”

“It had better not be ours!”

Sethus held her gaze. “The man seemed sincere. I saw it in his eyes.”

“My love, eyes can lie.” Malia stepped closer, cradling his face with both hands. “We’re talking about *our* people. Do you think they would care about a Croog’s life if the roles were reversed? Of course not. Even if that Croog were a genius. Wake up.”

“I know it’s hard to understand.” Sethus kissed her palms, one after the other. “I know everything that’s at stake. But humans are living beings too, Malia. Victor has a family—a daughter on the way who already faces a cruel world. Don’t ask me to be indifferent. It could have been our Kwame.”

“Thank the ancestors it isn
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