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Mikie, 

 

So here we are. At the end of things. 

 

I’m hoping that somehow, impossibly, illogically,

 you know that I made it this far.

 

And will keep on going.
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Ryder - One

The pale blue muck pressed to Ryder’s lips not only smells foul — like burnt popcorn and blue cheese — but it’s the consistency of over-cooked rice. There is no way it’s going down her throat. Even if there wasn’t a lump the size of Texas there already. But the Zentai guard is insistent. He has propped a hard pillow behind her shoulders, raising her into a semi-seated position on the wide hard platform she’s lying on. Thanks to the senlier that rests like a cruel crown around her head, Ryder’s body is held in a vice. She’s as helpless as a baby.

The black-eyed guard has said just one word. Over and over. Cessner. Not English, of course, but it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to work out what the alien is telling her to do. 

Eat.

There is as much chance of that happening as there is of Ryder being able to throw herself off this bench and run screaming from her cell. Which is exactly what she wants to do right now. Run. Not eat blue goop. Or drink the syrupy, pink liquid the guard has also been trying to get her to take. She just wants to run. Far, far away from this place. 

This world without Sophie. 

Tears sting her eyes again. Her hair is wet at her temples. She’s been crying for forever. Or a few hours? Ryder’s not certain. The room hums with a vibration that borders on hypnotic. She slept at some point, utterly exhausted. In mind, and body. Yet how long the restless snooze lasted she has no idea, but it’s left her more exhausted than before. Traumatic dreams of those moments at the bridge played over and over. Ryder’s fight to keep Jack’s helicopter from crashing. The nightmare that followed.

Sophie’s gone.

And it’s Ryder’s fault.

But not just hers. It’s the Presider’s fault.

Ryder shifts and winces at the weight of the senlier, far too tight around her skull. The pressure only seems to be increasing. She stares up at the face leaning over her. Black pools regard her. The Zentai has no discernible iris and pupil, just one solid colour. Ryder is a long, long way from home.

“Cessner.” 

It is gently spoken, but Ryder frowns as hard as her barely-controlled muscles will allow. She shifts her head and her neck muscles spasm. Her cry doesn’t make it past the lump in her throat. The Zentai lifts his hands, an elegant, flowing movement, and Ryder’s not certain for a moment if it is a he, at all. A solid jawline and broad forehead say yes, but the brow is soft, shoulders and arms slender. And something about the lack of ear lobes thing just blurs the gender lines. All Ryder knows for certain, is that everything has changed. Her world is unrecognisable. Full of holes, and things she doesn’t understand.

The Zentai rises, speaking as he does. A deep, decidedly male voice, by Earth standards anyway. Ryder decides her guard is a he. She needs to be certain of something. While she can’t understand anything he’s saying, it’s presumably some kind of goodbye because he gathers the stinking blue stew, and leaves. Propped up as she is, Ryder sits eye level with the only window on the far side of the room. It is a low, narrow pane, not unlike the rectangular panel on the door she found Lucas behind at Tarraleah, where he was held bedridden and captive, just as Ryder is now. 

Pinpricks stab at the back of her eyes. For all she knows, he’s exactly like that again. Only this time with the Zentai. Through her agony, Ryder clearly heard the Commandant issue the order as they left Earth: continue hunting for him. 

 The memory of the Zentai leader’s piercing jade-green eyes sends a shiver through her body. Even if Lucas is being helped back in Tasmania by Benjamin Cooper, how much protection can the boss of C-21 offer? He couldn’t prevent monsters getting into Tarraleah.

Ryder stares through the narrow panel barely noticing the dull view. Her thoughts are back in the underground levels of C-21 headquarters. Back where she somehow managed to destroy the Epseen, the disgusting spider-like thing that came at them from the shadows. 

She holds her breath. The memory is seared bright and clear. The weapons moving at her command, pulled from the guards’ hands and barreling towards the Epseen. The remains of the creature peppering the walls like paintball stains.

What did you do? Blane’s assistant, Marlee, had demanded, struggling to catch her breath, too weak to stand without leaning against the wall. What did you do?

Ryder had hurt them. Taken something from them. The guards kneeling on the floor, one clutching at his head as though he’d been struck. Shrinking away from her when she asked if he was okay. And Sophie trembling hard, a fragile smile clinging to her lips.

Ryder’s light-headed from the memory. She needs to take a breath, but can’t move. The Epseen wasn’t the only monster in that corridor. And worse was to come. 

Her chest is tight, desperate for that gulp of air. 

“I’m so sorry, Sophie,” Ryder whispers. 

Her gaze drops to her hands. The Zentai have removed the elthar bracelets. Taken away her weapons. So they think. She closes her eyes and rolls her head as far from side to side as her restraint will allow. It can’t be possible. How could the Beckoning be a part of her too? 

The door to the room slides open, a sound like wind rustling through reeds, but Ryder keeps her eyes closed. Someone paces across the glass-like floor, the soft pad of their shoes marking a quick tempo.

“Ryder.”

Now her eyes open, wide at first, but quickly narrowing into an angry glare.

“Get away from me,” Ryder says.

Blane Cooper glances back at the door. Two guards stand in the corridor outside, hands braced around what appear to be weapons. Odd-looking weapons, shaped like French Horns, black as tar and with a series of pulsing red lights where brass valve caps should be. The door slides shut.

“Ryder, are you all right?”

“I said get away from me.”

Blane hesitates, a step away from the edge of the platform she is lying on. Sweat gleams on his forehead, and several strands of his hair are plastered down the left side of his face. 

“Are you in pain?” His amber eyes fix on the senlier around her head. His hands lift, then fall again. As though he’s uncertain whether he should touch her or not. The answer is a very definite not.

“What have you done with her?” Ryder fights against her own stubborn muscles, trying to lift herself higher and draw eye level with Blane. “Where is she?”

He frowns. “Ryder… Sophie’s gone… I’m so—”

“Where is she?” Ryder shouts through the pain that comes with resisting the senlier. She manages to rise. Sits up for a whole second, maybe two, before her stomach muscles twist into a knot that seems certain to tear her in half. 

“Stop, stop, Ryder. Don’t fight it.” Blane presses his hands to her shoulders. 

The reeds rustle again and the door opens. The two awaiting guards shout something incoherent. Blane shouts right back, waving them away.

“I can handle it. It’s what you wanted me here for, right? A doctor for the human?” He throws curt words like bullets. “Get out. Just get the hell out of here. You want to see how human hearts react under duress? You’ll give her a heart attack if you don’t get the hell back.”

One of the guards tosses his head, sending his thick dreadlocks jerking over one muscled shoulder. He shouts again, a sharp snap of sound that says he’s not impressed with Blane’s tirade, but the door closes. Ryder’s chest heaves, her breath rasping up a dry throat.

“Take it easy, Ryder. Just take it easy.” Blane pushes her hair from her face, tucking it behind her ears. “I’m so sorry about Sophie. I’m so, so sorry that I couldn’t help her. But I am going to help you, okay?”

“Why are you here?” Ryder’s voice wavers, and the tears that had barely stopped falling, threaten again. “Why are you helping them?”

Blane takes her hand and places his fingertips against her wrist. His brow furrows. “Try to calm down, Ryder. You need to get your heart rate down.”

“Sure. No problem,” Ryder snaps. “Why are you here, Blane.”

And why didn’t you save Sophie? Just the thought is unbearable, there’s no way the words are going to make it out. 

“I had to do something, they were going to tear Tarraleah apart. I had a lot of people down there, and I wasn’t going to watch them die.” His grip on her wrist tightens. “I told them… I told them about Sebastien, and that I could lead them to him. It was all I could think to do. I had no clue where Ben had taken Lucas.” He hesitates, lifting his gaze to the ceiling, before continuing. “But I did know where Sebastien was. And I hoped he would be enough to make them back off. Daenara and your grandad had just left before the main attack began so I told the Commandant I could track them. I figured Jack had gone to find you. And from what I’d seen, wherever you were, then… Sebastien would be.” 

Blane’s words do nothing to lower her heart rate. Her chest aches from the thumping. “You could have got Jack killed,” she hisses.

Ryder tries to pull her wrist from Blane’s grip, managing to jerk her hand a fraction but nothing more. 

“And I’m truly sorry he and Daenara got caught up in that. But they are okay, thanks to you.” Blane sets her hand down, laying her arm gently at her side. “Whatever you did, saved them. But it also drew a lot of attention.” He tilts his head towards the door. “And got you in a whole new world of trouble. I’m sorry for that, I knew you were different, but I had no idea just how much. I don’t think these people… aliens… did either. They didn’t want you dead. I knew that much. So I did what I could. Told the Commandant she needed me to keep you healthy. Human anatomy and all that. I couldn’t believe it, but it worked. They seemed keen to make sure you stay alive. Even more so now.” Blane pauses. “Something’s happened, something that has got them really spooked.” 

Ryder’s tired body tenses. “What? What’s happened?”

“Someone has died. Someone they called the Laudess?” 

There is no thundering heart beat now. Ryder’s heart and body frozen. Numb. “Olessia?”

Blane shrugs. “Do you know who that is? It seems like it’s a really bad thing that they are dead. Who was she?”

It’s all Ryder can do to push out two simple words.

“My friend.”

A sudden jerk tilts the craft. Hard enough to topple Ryder from the platform. 

Blane dives. “I’ve got you,” he says.

He catches her, but lands hard on his right shoulder, Ryder’s weight on top of him.

The room erupts. Alarms holler with a loud and steady beat. The craft jolts back in the opposite direction. Blane, with Ryder cradled in his arms, slides helplessly across the glass-like flooring. The tilt steepens, rushing them faster. Slamming them against the far wall. Their faces pressed up against the pane of glass. Ryder stares outside.

Swirling currents surround them. Churning streams of mustard-yellow, and weaker threads of sun-kissed orange. Ryder is hit with a terrible sense of déjà vu. She is back inside a river. 

“What’s happening?” Blane cries.

“We’re about to crash.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

Ryder - Two 

The Zentai ship tilts heavily right. The lighting flickers. Once again Blane and Ryder are slipping across the floor like two eggs in an oil-drenched pan. Headed straight towards the platform she had been lying on. Blane grunts and manages to swing around on his butt, protecting her from the impact. Leaving his own back to take the brunt of it. The shock of the sudden stop jerks Ryder’s head, hitting him squarely on the chin. 

Blane lets fly with a handful of curses, and Ryder’s thoughts turn to Sebastien.

“Sebastien.” Her tongue barely does as it’s told, slurring his name. “We have to find him.”

There’s little chance Blane has heard a word she’s said above the din of the alarms, echoing off the walls around them. The lighting struggles to illuminate the room, wavering like candles caught in a breeze. Blane grabs the edge of the bench with one hand, Ryder flopping like a ragdoll in his other arm. 

Ryder’s jaw is clenched; she is utterly useless. A few hours ago she was fighting off an invisible monster and bringing down Jack’s helicopter safely. Now she’s struggling to co-ordinate her legs enough to find her feet as Blane rises to his. A cruel, quiet voice reminds her she did a lot more than that a few hours ago. 

Terrible things. 

Things she can’t take back. 

And now, Olessia is gone too. 

A crazy thought strikes Ryder. Perhaps Sebastien learned what happened to Olessia and this is the result. He’s found a way to bring the whole ship down. 

She wouldn’t blame him. If Ryder didn’t have the senlier clamping down on her head, chances are, she would do the same. For Sophie. For Olessia. 

“We need to try and get to the door,” Blane shouts. He leans them against the platform and lifts a hand to the senlier. “How do we get this thing off?”

His fingers dig against her forehead, trying to work their way in behind the thin band of metal. All the attempt achieves, though, is a tightening of the band.

“Stop. That hurts.” Ryder winces. “It won’t come off like that.”

He mutters something, but it’s lost beneath the alarms. Blane gathers her tighter to him and pushes off from the platform. The doorway sits at the high end of the tilted room. Trying to reache it is like climbing the side of an icy hill. Blane manages a few strides before they are once again on their knees, sliding backwards. Ryder manages to curl one hand into a fist. Without her help, Blane’s got no chance of getting them across the open space.

Not until the craft makes another jarring change of direction. The nose suddenly lifts, a lurching movement that reverses the tilt. Caught off-guard, Blane’s hold on Ryder slips, and she is the first to go hurtling across the floor. Straight towards the door. Head first.

“Oh my god,no,” Ryder cries.

Just as she is about to face plant, the solid metal door it glides open, and she arrows straight through. She squeezes her eyes shut, certain the wall across the corridor is about to bring her to a dramatic and painful halt. 

But it doesn’t happen. A strong hand grips her shoulder, dragging her out of the way of Blane’s own headlong slide. No-one is there to stop him, and the doctor cries out, hitting the wall feet first. Hard enough to buckle his knees. 

The hand that found her now drags Ryder to her feet. Rough enough to make her shoulder joint crack. The Zentai with the heavy dreadlocks glares down at her. He shouts something, but it’s as indecipherable as anything the gentler Zentai with the terrible-smelling stew said. 

“Let go of me.” Ryder imagines herself lashing out, punching at the wide-shouldered alien who stands over her. Her right arm lifts, just a fraction. As big a threat to the guard as a feather to an elephant’s hide. 

The Zentai is untroubled by the dramatic lean of the craft, and definitely not troubled by the protesting human he’s carrying. Lifting Ryder off her feet and bundling her beneath one arm, he strides down the lilting corridor. The craft sways left, levelling them out enough that the wall is no longer as good an option to walk along as the floor.

“Put me down,” Ryder screams.

If the Beckoning is a part of her, if she somehow has extra-terrestrial mojo in her blood, then let it ignite now. Right here. Fire up along with her rage. That’s what happens with Olessia. Whenever she gets angry, she is powerful. Olessia would be bringing everyone here to their knees. Making them wish they’d never set eyes on her. And Ryder would be at her side, doing whatever it was that just being there seemed to do. Balancing it all out. A team. Weird as it was. They were a team.

Ryder’s own anger falters, and the fight slips away. They had been a team. 

Olessia used to be powerful. 

The Zentai strides along the corridor. Ryder stares down at his boots. They are crazy thick, more like moon boots. The click and clunk as they hit the floor and then release is audible over the still-wailing alarms. It’s also why he is completely unbothered by the lurch and tilt of the craft. The boots suck at the surface, holding him firm until the pull of his foot releases it. Ryder watches every rise and fall, every step. Focusing in on the dark metallic material. Giving up her pathetic attempts to struggle against him.

She’s such an idiot. How could she have possibly imagined she could fight against any of this?

Fight against the ruler of an alien world? It was a pipe-dream to begin with and now, without Olessia, it is complete insanity. 

Lucas. I can’t do it.

She can’t hold on, not here. There is nothing to hold onto. 

The Zentai stops briefly, before his purposeful stride continues, carrying them into a wider space. The bulky alien shouts out a garble of words she can’t make head or tail of, but his pace quickens. Ryder lifts her head. The weight across her brow presses down over her eyes, and for a second, she doesn’t trust what those same eyes are showing her. The Commandant and Sebastien stand in front of two huge triangular panels of glass, three times the size of the observation windows in the Aventar cabin. The world outside is a turbulent mish-mash of dull colour. Sebastien’s at a control panel of some kind, two dinner-plate sized discs sit to either side of him, hip height. As the Commandant looks on, the two Zentai guards either side of him try to force his hands against the discs, but Sebastien resists. Loosened hair shifting with the effort, mouth working, laying out a serious helping of his favourite curses. The craft shudders, and leans. First to the right, then left. Not as violent as before but enough to be still be frightening.

The jade-eyed Commandant gestures to the Zentai carrying Ryder, then to Sebastien. He turns, knees bent as he fights to pull away from the guards man-handling him. 

“Sebastien.” Ryder’s cry escapes as little more than a whimper. 

The Zentai guard releases her and Ryder lands in a heap. She ignores the shock of her knees against the hard floor, refusing to take her eyes off Sebastien. Just in case he vanishes. A figment of her overtired, cracking little mind. 

The guards release him. Sebastien stands frozen, a scowl on his face. Watching her. The Commandant yells words spoken in the twisting, guttural Zentai language. Sebastien turns on her. Fury the only thing Ryder can decipher in his reply. But he shrugs off the guards and places his hands against the discs. The guards step away. 

Sebastien’s shoulders lift as he takes a deep breath. Two flattened columns, half a metre wide and etched with a series of dashes and dots, rise from the floor either side of him, stopping just above hip height. A faint haze appears around his legs. The guards that had been bothering Sebastien move from the front of the cabin, revealing a second control panel not far from where the Guardian is standing. Manned by a Zentai, a slender figure with a single braid hanging down almost to their backside. Their long neck smattered with dark brown freckles. The craft drops, and so does Ryder’s stomach. She braces her hands against the floor.

The Commandant appears from nowhere, right at Ryder’s side. Towering over her. Reaching for her and tugging her to her feet. The Zentai speaks in short, snappy sentences, pulling Ryder to the right side of the cabin. Dots of blinking, fuschia-coloured light spreads out in a frantic pattern across the walls of the cabin. The light reflects off the Commandant’s skin, highlighting patches where the pigment is much paler than the majority of her deep olive skin. Especially on the top of her bald head. It’s a feature Ryder hadn’t noticed before, but harder to miss now when she is practically cheek to cheek with the Zentai. 

“Preston-ka mehet.” The Commandant gestures to a space on the floor. A space where an oval outline brightens in the smooth panelling. The section opens and what looks like a baseball rises from the gap. A pure white baseball that bloats to the size of a basketball before it begins to peel open. A blooming flower whose petals elongate, writhing and curving to merge into a new shape. A bucket seat. Like something you’d find in a race car, with a raised, curving arch that protects the back of the head and short panels at shoulder height to keep anyone sitting there from shifting about. 

“Preston-ka mehet.” The Commandant repeats, more forceful this time. She doesn’t give Ryder any time to protest or do as she is told. The Zentai plants a firm hand on Ryder’s shoulder, shoving her into the seat that floats above the surface of the floor with no visible ties to either it or the high-domed ceiling of the cabin. Restraints slide into place over Ryder’s shoulders, much like those in the Aventar, and she is locked into place. Good timing. The craft loses altitude in another gut-wrenching jolt. The Commandant takes her seat, another blooming basketball moving in a whip-fast motion to redesign itself. 

In fact, everyone but Sebastien and the slender Zentai are seated. Their gazes fixed on the windows. Bodies leaning this way and that, hands pressed against the discs. 

“What is he doing?” Ryder whispers. 

“Teren, teren, teren,” the Commandant calls out. 

And the penny drops. Loud and clear. Ryder doesn’t need a Zentai dictionary to work it out. And she’s been on enough flights to understand. 

Brace, brace, brace. 

Sebastien is piloting the ship. 

Outside, the curtain of swirling colour rips open and they shoot out into a fully formed world. One that is rushing up way too fast. Ryder’s scream thunders up her tight throat and rushes past her clumsy tongue. The ground races towards them, the entire craft vibrating so hard her teeth rattle. Panic burns its way through her body. Her blood on fire. Pressing against the back of her eyes so hard she’s certain they are about to pop from her head. 

But it’s not her eyes that shift. The senlier loosens, and sharp pain replaces the pressure as the barbs pull from her skin. 

The Zentai craft hits the ground. 

Ryder’s world goes black. 


 

 

 

 

 

 

Olessia - Three

A pair of attendants flank Olessia. One of them directs her to raise her arms, and she does not protest. Both attendants are clothed in swathes of a pale-blue material that conceals all trace of skin. Darker coverings rest over their heads and faces. A meshing that cloaks their eyes from view. They are considerably taller than Olessia, standing a head higher. The concealed faces, the formidable height all by design, Olessia is certain. Her Father finding every way possible to belittle her. Intimidate. 

Olessia drew back her shoulders the moment she was ushered from the aircraft that bore her here, and has not wavered in her poise since. Not even as the attendants removed the Yentern clothing Sen-bay provided and began to redress her. Admittedly, they have done so with care. Though in utter silence. The material they wrap around her, and slip over her head to settle on her shoulders is unfamiliar. A far cry from the usual hard lines and starched material of her uniform whose harsh military design is in stark contrast to the layers of heavy fabric, a blood red that holds the faintest of sheens. Twisted and wrapped around her, tight about her stomach and chest, with looser folds encasing her shoulders and covering her arms. A skirt in the same material cascades from her waist, and sits in folds against the floor, a trail spreading out behind her. Ridiculously elaborate, and hence, a frustrating hindrance. The Presider adding another layer of difficulty to any escape plans Olessia may be courting. 

She is uncertain where the costume originates — from what plundered world it has been taken — but does not doubt this, too, is intentional. She cannot dress like the Laudess of Bax Un Tey because the Laudess of Bax Un Tey is dead. 

Best they make her ghost less familiar.

Olessia touches at her wrists. Bare. Only her Father could have removed the elthar but she does not recall when this occurred. The journey is hazy, pock-marked with periods of blackness. Whatever device he used upon her on the journey from Zentai to Kinna-Bray, it was unrelenting. And overwhelming. Giving Olessia the barest margin in which to take a breath. And remain conscious. No chances were being taken when it came to ensuring she could not rail against her fate.

And show the people of Siros that word of her death was vastly over-exaggerated.

“Is that too tight, my Higher?”

Olessia shakes her head, keeping her eyes locked on the far side of the room where shadows darken a corner of the lightly-furnished space. My Higher. Her attendants address her as they would a member of the Claven. Do they truly not know who stands between them? Or have they been frightened into ignorance?

The attendants fuss over her, tucking material here, adjusting a length there, until Olessia must clench her hands to fists to prevent herself from screaming at them to leave her alone. She lowers her arms as instructed, and a frown settles on her face. The Beckoning is quiet within her, just a distant hum at her core. As it was when she was taken from the Turning. What has her Father done to her? And how did he do it? She suffers no bruising, no punctures to her skin. No senlier or inhibitor necklace to constrict her. It seems the Presider has spent as much time developing technology to enable him to control his own daughter, as he has to defeat his enemies. Unease ripples through her, a discomfort beneath her skin. A sensation far stronger than the muted presence of the Beckoning. 

“We are done, my Higher.” The attendant to her right nods once, but no more. There is no bow, and no obligatory balled fist to the centre of the chest. Familiar signs of deference to the Presiderline Olessia has known all her life. 

She chews at her bottom lip. Her born role as Laudess of Bax Un Tey is a burden she has sought to discard. But not like this. Forced to relinquish it when she knows her friends suffer to protect her. Olessia’s shoulders drop. Christian and Sen-Bay were dragged aboard the vessel too. She closes her eyes.

When she first learned she was a creature to be feared, the loneliness suffocated her, but that pales in comparison to the isolation that grips her now. 

“This way, my Higher.” 

Olessia’s eyes flutter open. One of the attendants sweeps a hand towards a narrow doorway, barely discernible in the gloom of the room. The moniker of room hardly befits the place. The walls appear to be of natural materials – white rock, streaked with veins of a golden hue that has been carved and hollowed to accommodate living, breathing occupants. Intentionally or by natural process, the roughness of the design makes it hard to discern. Adjusting her posture, shoulders once again set back, Olessia gathers the folds of the skirt and follows the attendant into the orange glow brightening the exit. 

 

A brief study of her prison has Olessia deciding this place is both man-made and naturally occurring. The attendant leads them through several corridors, all the same white rock with golden veins, and none containing viewing panes which might have granted her a glimpse of the outside world. The twin-confels do not cast any light here, neither is their stored energy used in artificial lighting. Everything in these corridors is bathed in light cast purely by vintinum. A mineral that emits as strong a light as anything manufactured in Siros, so long as the vapours in the air are thinner than those without. It explains a certain breathlessness she has retained since she was brought here. One she had attributed, until now, to the substance used to restrain her.

They reach a set of stairs, a flight that sinks deeper into the ground. Where they lead is cloaked in blackness, and Olessia falters. One attendant moves down a few steps. The other remains behind, and places a firm hand to the small of Olessia’s back. 

“Don’t touch me.”

The steep flight has a handrail on one side, and the air at the open side is as dark as that which awaits below. The knowledge she is likely underground, and being taken down even further, causes the pulses in Olessia’s body to quicken.

“Apologies, my Higher. But you must continue.” 

In another circumstance, the attendant’s voice might be soothing. A musical note to its rise and fall. But this is not that circumstance. Olessia leans back against the firm hand, refusing to take another step. 

“You must come with us, my Higher.” The attendant who has begun the flight down, turns to wave her forward. “If it is of some comfort, you should know that your companions await you. Down there.”

“What? What did you say?” Olessia takes the first step. “Christian? Sen-Bay, they are down there?”

But the attendant has already moved on and offers no reply. Olessia hurries after her. Her skirt catches at the railing, causing her to stumble. She curses beneath her breath, pausing to gather as much of the cumbersome material as she can, exposing her lower legs entirely. She continues the march downward. The attendant sets a quick pace. Evidently this is not the first time the woman has taken this journey, and Olessia struggles to keep up. 

The steps are narrow, and she must take shortened strides for each one. The muscles in her legs are soon screaming for respite, and her chest aches with each shallow breath. Her physical fitness leaves much to be desired. Using elthar to travel has done her few favours. The oddest thought flits through her mind. Perhaps when this is over, Lucas can show her how to ride those vehicles — a bicycle — he appears so fond of. 

Olessia adjusts her hold on the bulky mound of material in her arms and refocuses. She evidently did not get enough restoration time back in the cluster; her fatigue still inciting delusional thinking. 

The steps soon curve right and widen. Olessia’s hand aches from clenching the smooth, metal handrail but at least the darkness that lay heavy at the base of the steps has peeled away. The end is actually in sight. And it is armed.

Alkell Guards, clad in their customary cloaks – a material the shade of the twin confels. And the Presider’s eyes. His personal force. The Alkell wait either side of a triangular doorway, a light grey metal door stark against the white rock framing it. The entrance sits a generous distance above the ground. With no visible steps to reach it. 

“Where am I?” Olessia whispers. 

It is the first question she has asked of anyone since her arrival. Refusing to allow her voice to betray her fear. But now, down here, where the air is barely breathable and filled with the dust coming from the sheer white walls, Olessia can no longer keep up the charade. 

There is no answer. Just a gesture. The attendant who whispered of her companions, the one who has refused to say another word, points towards the doorway. The Alkell take a step out from the door, turn in unison towards one another, shifting the jern shields they carry and placing the weapons across their chests. 

 The triangular door lowers from its apex, the narrow point moving towards the ground. The door is thick, rivalling the breadth of the shell of an Aventar, and looks to be made of the same near-impenetrable material. Pliotine. As the tip continues to lower, the room beyond comes into view. One that is as badly illuminated as the room where she was dressed. 

Olessia squints, trying to make out the shadows moving within. 

“Hey, I know you. Don’t I?”

One of the shadows rushes towards her, stepping into a brighter section of the room, and Olessia’s concerns about what awaits her dissolve beneath an overwhelming wave of relief. 

Christian stands at the centre of room.

Now, instead of coaxing her forward the attendant must step hurriedly aside as Olessia rushes past. 


 

 

 

 

 

 

Olessia - Four

Olessia’s dash is short-lived. She is barely inside the chamber when she draws to a sudden halt. The Presider is seated on a low, backless chair just off to the side. Hands folded in his lap, he sits as still as the rock around him. Clothed in the angular lines he so favours, the woven metal of his vest forms sharp points at his shoulders, smaller jagged points encircle his wrists. Dashel stands close by, his Zentai clothing replaced with the far more familiar uniform of the Claven, a shade that is reminiscent of an Earthen forest. Olessia’s stomach performs an unpleasant dance. Dashel is not the traitor she believed. He and the Presider are far worse. Destroyers of hope. Working to ensure no peace can exist between Zentai and Siros. 

“Welcome, Olessia. I trust your journey wasn’t too unpleasant.” The Presider’s expression doesn’t alter from flat indifference, and the flinty gaze from which so many recoil, is fixed hard on her. 

Olessia’s gaze darts between her father and Christian. The human boy’s appearance is dishevelled to say the least. His clothing is torn, scorch marks mar one pant leg and his feet are bare. The markings beneath his eyes are almost as dark as those of Sebastien. But it is not artificial colour beneath Christian’s lower lids. It is exhaustion. And fear that sucks at his cheeks. There is no sign of the Yentern, an absence that only adds to Olessia’s unease. If terrible things have befallen Sen-Bay, the fault rests with her alone. 

Christian clutches at his hair, the same mannerism he practised on Earth when under duress. “Can you help me?”

He frowns as he speaks, as though his words confuse him. Olessia sucks in the thin air. His words do confuse him. She worked a barrier around so many of his memories, took Ryder from them, with no time to complete the task with any finesse. His mind may be a labyrinth of memories, all disjointed and confusing.

“Christian, just keep calm,” Olessia berates herself for the weak advice. “I will help you.”

“Oh, truly? How do you intend to do that, Olessia?” The Presider sounds as though he is smiling but his lips do no such thing. She cannot recall when they ever have. 

“Father, release him. I will submit to—” Olessia’s body lifts into the air and races towards the domed roof. She cries out but once again finds herself helpless, unable to control her own body. A body that hits the metal plated ceiling with breathtaking ferocity. Before she can draw a full breath, she falls. Barely finding time to brace before her feet impact the floor. 

“Submit?” Her father has not left his seat, his hands remain clasped in his lap. “The Laudess of Bax Un Tey will simply just submit for the sake of this?” The Presider sweeps his hand towards Christian. The terrified cry that leaves the human’s lips stirs something cold and hard in the pit of Olessia’s stomach. But it is not the Beckoning. That force does not shift, even as Christian screams and drops to his knees, clawing at his head. Olessia’s fury warms her, but the Beckoning does not rise to the lure of it. Remaining deep, in a place she does not know.

“Stop, Father.” Olessia rises onto unsteady legs. 

“Or what? What will you do, Olessia?” The Presider tilts his chin. His eyes glint beneath the flicker of the golden veins criss-crossing the walls around them, turning his irises into pools of flame. Christian groans, rocking forward over his knees.

Olessia falters at her father’s question. What will she do? What can she do? Olessia has no elthar, and the Beckoning is a dull weight within. The force that bent to her will at the Turning now barely a whisper inside her. 

Olessia has no way to help Christian. Not down here in this void of a place. 

“You wanted to use me, and you have done so,” Olessia says. “This human, and the other, the Yentern that you tortured…” She directs a look towards Dashel that she hopes is laden with as much hatred as she intends but his smug, contented smile doesn’t leave his lips. “I was your target. They have no place in this.”

Dashel rests his hands behind his back and walks in slow, deliberate steps around Christian. His limp is evident; Olessia hopes the old injury is causing him discomfort. “Truly? They have no place? Come now, Laudess. If that were the case, then you would not be so clearly distressed by this boy’s unfortunate plight.” He stops in front of Christian and every fibre of Olessia’s body tightens with alarm. The boy raises his head, tears dampen his cheeks and his breathing is violent, his chest heaving in sharp movements. 

“I don’t understand where I am,” Christian says. “What is happening?”

Dashel crouches beside him. “Well that’s exactly what we would like to know, you see. The Laudess cannot help you, in fact, you can blame her for the uncomfortable position you are in now.”

“Laudess? I don’t… I don’t understand.” Christian stumbles over his confusion. Two clear lines of fluid run from his nose. Tears still flow.

“I found a curiosity in the mindreach with the Yentern. Something that interests us more. Now that we have found what we truly sought.” Dashel lifts one brow, nodding at Olessia. “And I’m hoping you can satisfy my curiosity. You told the Yentern about some friends of yours, in the Iondar realm. Who are Ryder and Sophie?”

The thin air vanishes altogether, and Olessia’s legs threaten to buckle. 

Christian screws up his nose, his eyes darting in a maddened pattern over Dashel’s face. “Ryder? Friends? I don’t… I’ve never…” He presses fingers to one temple. “Sophie… she’s… a friend… a friend, I think.” His chest rises and falls in quick succession, his distress growing. “But Ryder… I don’t know… oh god.” He covers his nose with one hand but Olessia spots the blood. Running in a narrow rivulet. 

“Inel, stop,” Olessia pleads. “The humans are weak creatures—”

The Presider hasn’t moved from the position he retained when she raced in. “I am well aware, Olessia, of just how pathetic the species is. Is that why you left him with them?” Now the Presider tilts his head, a bare fraction to the right, considering her. 

Her gut is awash with unsteady churning. “Left him? Who? Do you mean Christian, with the Yentern?” It is a fight to retain an outer calm, but Olessia is determined not to allow her trepidation to betray her. 

“No. I do not. There is an absence here that is notable. Your Guardian. Sebastien, was that his name?” The Presider knows full well her Guardian’s name. Olessia waits for him to continue. “Your little human boy here, spoke quite openly with the Yentern. Assuming you cannot be understood will cloud your judgement of what is wise to disclose. The Yentern might not have understood, but Dashel did. Quite clearly. And found something very interesting. Your human said that friends of his on Earth were being looked after by Sebastien. From the way he spoke of this, Sebastien, about how arrogant and quick-tempered the boy could be, and the tendency this Sebastien person had to morph his elthar into blades… Well, you can see where I might make the connection.”

The shock of what the Presider is telling her freezes every joint. 

“Come now,” he says. “Enough of this, Olessia. You will tell me why your Guardian remains on Earth, watching over two human children instead of being at his sworn place. By your side. Or has Sebastien abandoned you? He will suffer the consequences for such a betrayal—”

“No,” Olessia shouts. “He has betrayed no one.” 

“Then what has he done, Olessia?” The Presider’s voice rises. No one else might notice the increase in volume, as subtle as it is, but Olessia has spent her life listening for the indicator that marks a corresponding rise in his temper. “What exactly did you and Aresh do in the Iondar realm?”

“I can assure you we did nothing as monumental as what you have done here. Creating a war where none should exist.”

“The only thing I am creating is the environment to take what should be mine. Bax Un Tey needs one ruler. A strong ruler. It belongs to the Presiderline. And I will have it. You will have it.”

It would be wise to stay silent. Christian’s life is more endangered here than on the Zentai border, but still she ploughs on. Her father is threatening every single soul of importance to her. Even those he does not yet fully understand. He has Ryder’s name. It is far closer than Olessia ever intended he get to her. She stumbles at one agonising thought. Aresh. Has he used her as well? Destroyed her in order to destroy the peace she fought to build? 

“I’ll take nothing from you.” Olessia glares at her father, all too aware of how meaningless that title is. Olessia was not raised like the common people of Siros, or the Yentern in their Turning. Certainly not like the humans, with their family units. Nurturing, guiding, accepting the failings of one another. Olessia understands why Aresh could not set Earth from her mind. Could not resist embedding herself in its customs. Neither she nor Olessia were born of a union between two living beings. In a sense, they were manufactured. The Presiderline is a production line. A blending of cells and merging of genetic material designed to produce enhanced, powerful rulers. A fact that had been untroubling to her previously. Before Olessia found herself a part of the contrasting lives of others.

 “I would rather see the Presiderline fall than take what you offer,” Olessia growls. “I will give you nothing.”

Dashel heaves a deep breath and looks to the Presider. “Shall I begin?”

The Presider’s nod is barely perceptible. “You do not need to give me anything, Olessia. Aresh refused me also. But I have reason to believe all I need is right here. Inside this human’s mind. Do you think me a fool? That I don’t see you have created a Blackwall in this child’s mind? You have hidden something behind that wall, and we will break him open to find it.”

Dashel plants his hands either side of Christian’s head, forcing her friend’s chin up. Christian pulls his hand from his bleeding nose, and pounds at Dashel. 

“No,” Olessia cries. “No. Stop.”

But her words disappear beneath Christian’s fresh screams as Dashel launches his mindreach. Christian’s body jerks, and his back arches. The blood flow from his nose surges, crimson fluid gushing over his lips and chin. His cries tear at his throat; a coarse, harsh sound.

The Blackwall Olessia imprinted on his mind is strong. And Dashel is brutal. The combination will likely kill Christian before they find any trace of Ryder’s true identity. Olessia sucks in her breath; Christian may not even know that truth. So desperate to protect him at the Turning, Olessia didn’t pause to think clearly. How much does he actually know of Ryder’s abilities and her past? But Dashel will dig until there is nothing left to dig through. 

Desperate, Olessia searches wills the Beckoning to rise to her command. It flickers, and for a delirious moment she believes it might listen. Only for the beast to sink deep and return to its slumber. Christian’s cries grow weaker, gurgling up from his chest.

“Lucas!” She screams, offering up a sacrifice. “Sebastien is protecting Lucas. Not those girls. Lucas is not human. He is the surviving son of the Reigner.” 

Dashel pulls his hands from Christian’s head and the boy slumps to the floor. Olessia stops herself from rushing to him.

“The Reigner? You speak nonsense, Laudess,” Dashel sniffs. “For the Reigner to have a child of that Zentai’s age, he would have had to have borne him when he was a child himself.”

Fixing her gaze on the Presider, Olessia gives up Aresh’s precious secret. “I’m not talking about the current Reigner… Lucas is the son of Reigner Bladen.”

“Bladen?” Dashel’s surprise brightens his dark face. He glances at the Presider. 

“There, you see?” the Presider says. “You did give me something after all, Olessia. You have given me the proof I have sought. Now there can be no doubt. Laudine Aresh has long worked against me. She is a traitor.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

Ryder - Five

Someone is groaning. Really close by. Ryder tilts her head away from the sound, and the simple movement sets off a painful eruption in her head. A headache that’s a marching band against the back of her eyes. Her eyelids are lead-heavy, and the thought of trying to open them makes her head ache even more.

Something bad has happened. The memory is slippery and Ryder frowns as she tries to latch onto it. 

“Sebastien?” The word bubbles between her lips. He was here, wasn’t he? They were together. Ryder touches her bottom lip and her fingers come away damp. The fluid is on her chin too. Suddenly she wishes she didn’t have to open her eyes. Ever. There are bad things beyond the darkness. Horrible things. Clawing at her. Niggling at her head where the ache grows stronger. 

The groaning beside her stops, but there is no silence. Other sounds reach her. A hissing. A metallic clang of metal against metal. Footsteps.

Get up, Ryder. Go.

Ryder’s eyes fly open, her unease thrown aside. 

“Padellah?” Whatever is on her lips, sprays with the cry. Flecks of something dark. 

But it wasn’t Padellah’s voice in her head. She knew that even before she uttered the name. This voice is fainter, a higher pitch, and singular. Not a bunch of voices whispering at once. Ryder runs her tongue over her lip, tasting blood. A wide cut, right in the middle of her bottom lip stings with the contact. 

Eyes now open, there is no hiding from where she is – still strapped to her seat in the cabin of the Zentai ship. The Commandant hangs limp in her seat, eyes closed. Several cuts marking her bald scalp but no drastic bleeding. The cabin is chaotic, filled with debris that shouldn’t be here. Branches and pebbles. So many pebbles. The lighting is out in most of the cabin, a few of the surviving veins providing the only illumination. The wall to her left has a massive dent at its centre, and one of the wide panes of glass is gone altogether while the other has more cracks than substance. 

Ryder takes a breath, readying to call out. 

For Sophie. 

The recall hits like whiplash, taking Ryder’s body and trying to snap it in half. Sophie won’t answer. Ryder bites into the cut on her lip, pressing back the anguish. 

“Ryder, are you all right?” Sebastien staggers to her side. He cradles one arm against his belly, and wide flows of blood run down either side of his face. His blood is so much darker than hers. Dark enough to appear black in the dimness. Seeing him, it all comes back in a rush. What Blane told her. 

That Olessia is gone. Just like Sophie. Sebastien doesn’t know. Ryder’s certain of it. He might have been frustrated, angry, when they were forcing him to pilot the craft but he wasn’t inconsolable. Furious beyond all calming. And that, she is sure, is how he’ll be if he hears about Olessia.

Ryder shakes her head; decision made. “I’m okay, but what about you?” 

She can’t do it. Tell him about Olessia. Not yet. Besides the pain it would inflict, Ryder just can’t bring herself to believe it. Something about the news unsettles her. Doesn’t sit right.

Sebastien waves off her question. “Can you move? We must go. Quickly.”

She hears his sharp intake of breath as he leans forward, a quickly stifled cry as he searches for the release on her harness. “Sebastien, you don’t look okay.”

“I should have actioned my elthar earlier, but I was pre-occupied with trying to avoid the impact altogether. It all happened so rapidly.”

He runs his hand over the top of the chair’s headrest and her harness whips away. Ryder pushes herself to her feet, expecting something to hurt. Wanting it to hurt. Anything to distract her from where her thoughts refuse to be distracted. But she really is okay. Aside from the headache, and a cut lip, Ryder doesn’t have a scratch.

“What happened? Did you… did you do this on purpose?” she says.

Ryder’s actually relieved to see Sebastien’s familiar scowl return. The way he is moving so gingerly gives her a prickling sense of alarm. 

“No. I would not risk your life that way,” he says, his voice strained. “That was river turbulence like I’ve never seen before. The craft’s systems couldn’t accommodate such powerful unrest. The secondary pilot was incapacitated, I wasn’t informed how, but they seemed to believe that I was better equipped to handle the turbulence than any other Zentai on board.” He shakes his head, but only the once. Wincing. “I did what I could but we were hopelessly out of control by the time we exited the River.” Sebastien moves to the Commandant, who is still unconscious. He removes several pieces from her utility belt. “Still, it has afforded us a chance we must take. I’ve taken care of those in this room who were not knocked out in the crash, but this is a large ship, we won’t be alone for long. Move, Ryder.”

Ryder isn’t about to scan the room too closely to find out just what he means by ‘taking care’ of the others. She follows direction, heading to where he points – the shattered front window. A sense of déjà vu coming over her. This is not her first escape through the front windows of an alien aircraft, with an injured Guardian. And she would give anything, anything, to be back in the Paldrian River. She’d go into that river a million times over if it could alter the events that came after. 

Losing Sophie.

Losing Olessia.

Ryder has run several paces before she realises Sebastien is lagging behind. A very obvious limp keeping his pace far slower than normal. 

“Sebastien, you’re hurt.”

“Of course I’m hurt,” he snaps. “While you were secured in your seat, I was being flung around the cabin as though I were made of enyos.” 

“You sound like you wish I had been hurt.” 

“Don’t be utterly ridiculous. Just go, get out of here.” He spits the words, far more riled up than the situation warrants. Which makes Ryder certain of what she only suspected before. He’s hurt worse than he’s letting on. “Don’t wait for me.”

“Yeah, right. Now it’s your turn to be so utterly ridiculous.” Ryder makes a mess of mimicking his voice; that arrogant, haughty voice. But he must have hit his head harder than she did if he thinks she’ll leave him hobbling alone. Ryder back-tracks and grabs one of Sebastien’s arms, slipping it over her shoulders. He tries to cover up his cry but does as bad a job of that as she did with imitating him.

“Sorry.” Ryder adjusts her hold. “That better?”

“Yes.” He relaxes against her, tension suddenly evaporating. “Let’s go.”

 

They crunch through debris littering the apex of the cabin. The tip of one of the triangular levels that makes up the craft, has arrowed into the ground, collecting dirt and other things, objects Ryder doesn’t recognise: something that might have come from a willow tree, if not for the curious dots that mark the length of the branches, and a moss-like substance whose tendrils are far curlier than anything on Earth. 

Ryder holds Sebastien a little tighter. This time, when she steps through the shattered windows of a spacecraft she is not stepping into a river. And she is not stepping back into her world. The thought makes her heart race.

The moment they clear the framework, Ryder gets her first glimpse of exactly what world she is stepping into. And she’s never seen anything quite so beautiful. Soaring mountains rise either side of the downed craft, but they are unlike any she’s seen before. These are sunset pink, glowing with a soft light in a world that is otherwise pitch dark. 

“The Dovers,” Sebastien says. “At the Greater Reach, if I’m not wrong. We are close to the Arlion Xhentex.”

“Is that a good thing?” 

“It is better than being on the doorstep of Falllyn, but I don’t know yet if it is a good thing.”

“Falllyn?”

“The Zentai Complex-Main. You would call it their capital.”

Ryder shivers, but aside from having just crash-landed on an alien world, there is no reason to feel a chill. The atmosphere is uncomfortably warm, her armpits growing damp by the time she and Sebastien move just a few metres from the craft. Her black long-sleeved shirt clings to her, her jeans too heavy a material for the heat.

You need to move faster. Ryder jumps and Sebastien curses low and vehemently. 

“What is wrong?” he says.

“You didn’t hear that?” Ryder asks. Though the answer is fairly obvious. 

“I hear concerning sounds emitting from the Baershard.”

Ryder keeps peering into the dark, looking for her whisperer. “You are really going to have to work on the translation thing.”

“The ship. The Zentai call those larger vessels Baershard. Move faster.”

It’s not Ryder who needs to move faster, but she stays silent and, practically lifting Sebastien off his feet, quickens their pace. The ease with which she can raise him catches her off-guard, and she glances at his wrists to see if Sebastien’s using his elthar. He’s not. And with her own bracelets removed by the Zentai, there’s no chance it’s her. Maybe gravity is different here. And she’s a pro-lifter all of a sudden.

“Why did they let you keep your elthar?” Ryder says.

“Let me keep it?” Sebastien grunts with the effort of matching her pace. “They have little choice. Unless they decide to amputate my arms, which they may have viewed as an option, I suppose. My elthar cannot be removed as easily as your bracelets. Wait… Ryder… the senlier. You are not wearing it.”

“It fell off, just before we crashed,” Ryder replies, her attention on their surroundings. The speaker whispered so quick and breathless, so low, it was like hearing a murmur from the other side of a wall. “I guess with everything going crazy, they lost control over it too.” 

Sebastien stays silent, and she can feel his eyes on her. The senlier thing is weird. She knows it without him saying a thing. If someone like Olessia can’t remove the terror-tiara, then Ryder sure as heck can’t. 

A loud over-revving sound comes from the Baershard. Engines straining higher and higher. Like someone’s foot is coming down hard on the gas pedal. The vessel is huge, easily five times the size of the Aventar. Well, was huge. The impact has broken it in two. And the front half seems to have continued its journey a little longer than the rear section which is some way back, caught in what might be a rock formation. It’s kind of hard to make out, mostly because the whole thing is on fire. Incredible flames of powder blue rise and writhe more like smoke than actual flame. Ryder’s blood seems to chill. 

“Blane. We’ve just left him there.” She fights to keep her aching thoughts from the other person they have left behind. 

“He was no ally,” Sebastien says, bitter. “I will take no risks for him. Keep going. Head over there, see that large fissure in the outcrop?” Sebastien points but doesn’t hold his arm up long enough for Ryder to make out what he’s referring to. 

“Where? I can’t see—”

The rear part of the Zentai ship explodes in a catastrophic fireworks display of brilliant blues and subtler orange light. 

“Go, go!” Sebastien shouts. “There will be a chain reaction.” He shoves Ryder ahead of him. 

She bolts for the nearest rock cluster shaped like a collection of anthills. In the near-blinding brightness its evident the rocks are crystal of some kind. Whatever they are, Ryder hopes they are strong. She slides into a gap between the two greater piles of crystal, her knees shredded by the rough ground. But it’s a lucky find, the ‘ant-hills’ form a low curved wall around the open space she crouches in. A natural mini-fortress. 

Sebastien wasn’t wrong about the chain reaction. Ryder watches the blue flame chew up the distance between the two sections of the craft. 

“Sebastien, move faster. Use your elthar.” 

He’s broken into a run but he’s still too far away. Ryder jumps to her feet, ready to rush to him. 

The flames engulf the front portion of the Baershard with a roar, and terrible sounds pour from the stricken vessel: the shattering of a felled tree, the scream of tortured metal. Magnified until they are deafening. 

Sebastien isn’t going to make it. He’s screaming at her to get back. At least, that’s what she assumes he’s yelling, but the catastrophic sounds coming from the craft obliterate everything else. 

The flames around the vessel suck in on themselves. Backdraft. Readying for the big bang. 

Without warning Sebastien flies at Ryder and she leaps aside to avoid the impact. Sebastien’s eyes are wide, his mouth gaping. No elthar glows at his wrists.

He hits the ground, and rolls. Shifting to his knees just shy of the v-shaped entrance to the shelter.

“Quick, get in here,” Ryder shouts. 

He is barely inside when the Baershard explodes. 

Everything is blue. Smurf blue. No other colour exists. The ground shakes with a growing fervour. Sebastien leans over her, his shoulders and chest forming a makeshift roof. The shock wave buffets the crystal mounds. Ryder’s hair whips against her eyes, making them water. Elthar peeks from the collar of Sebastien’s army-green t-shirt, and layers his bare arms. Something digs into Ryder’s ribs but she’s not about to move. Debris slams to the ground around them. Pieces of metal falling dangerously close for comfort. One clips the peak of the closest ‘anthill’, and crystal shards coat them like candy-floss coloured rain.

“Oh my god.” Ryder digs her fingers into crevices in the rock. 

The entire world seems intent on shaking itself apart. The rumbling drags out for what feels like a terrifying eternity but must only be a few seconds. Finally, the light wavers, like when a cloud passes quickly across the sun. The Smurf-blue glow vanishes. Once again there is heavy darkness. Even the weak sunset shimmer coming from the mountains seems to have paled. Sebastien sits back on his heels, the elthar’s glow already vanished. 

“Are you hurt?” he says. 

Ryder shakes her head. The air is thick with dust and it sticks to the inside of her nostrils.

“You?” She coughs. 

“Fine. We need to keep moving. That blast will be noticed, even if by some great chance the crash was not.”

“No kidding.” Ryder uses the crystal as a prop to haul herself to her feet. “Hey, what happened back there? You kind of flew through the air but your elthar wasn’t—”

“Activated, no.” His brow furrows. “It must have been the build up from the explosion. I felt the pressure at my back.”

Even he doesn’t seem convinced by his explanation, but he’s not prepared to discuss it, apparently. Sebastien turns on his heel and heads away. But Ryder lingers a moment. She brushes her hair back from her face, her fingers tangling in a bunch of knots. The copper tang of blood is fresh in her mouth again, the cut in her lip reopened. The odd blue flames, or smoke – she can’t decide – are thick around what is left of the ship. Whatever fuel the craft used has done a thorough job of destroying it. There’s a portion of framework still visible, curved sections of metal that lie like a dinosaur’s rib cage, but aside from that the Zentai craft — and its contents — have been obliterated. The dust works its way into Ryder’s eyes, and tears blur her vision.

“Ryder, I’m sorry. But we have to go.”

Sebastien says it gently, carefully. No hint of his usual impatience. And his softness only makes the tears fall faster. Ryder swipes at her face, using the edge of her dirty sleeve to clear the tears. She turns away, leaving the ruined ship and its cargo behind. 
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