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  Chapter 1


  Ilara -Amon


  Eight weeks without monsters was too long. That’s how I rationalised it, as I peered through shield glass at a humanoid monster built like a four-armed wrestler. I didn’t share Rarkin and Rinth’s smiles. They enjoyed lapping gis, but Rinth’s built like a wrestler, Rarkin’s fearless and Miona could beat anyone fighting hand to hand. Their strengths helped them sneak up to the brute, tag it, then flee to safety. But my strength is shooting and there’s no skill in bolting for the exit after you’ve stunned the creature…


  Rinth swiped the door post with his ID card and the shield glass door ascended. I kept my stun gun between me and the gis. The others didn’t bother. There were boulders and trees between the gis and us, but we’d just invaded its territory, and our light blue syther uniforms didn’t help us blend in at all, so I wasn’t taking chances.


  Miona stepped lightly around trees on my left, her movements impossibly quiet for her size. Rarkin set off on the right, both moving like hunters stalking prey. I fancied approaching around the boulders; they’d be good to duck behind if any of four fists tried to knock my head off. Rinth had other ideas.


  A large hand pressed between my shoulder blades, pushing me into a clearing. I stumbled beside a shady spot under a tree. The grass was flattened gis shaped; its bed. The gis growled and charged towards me. I clenched my teeth and aimed my stun gun at its chest instinctively. But we weren’t going to stun it; just tag it, in the extreme version of courting my team had invented, after a four-week monster drought of mid-year break.


  Miona reached from behind a tree and tapped the gis on its back. She ducked, leaping aside as it took two simultaneous swings at her. Rarkin tapped its left shoulder. It growled, taking a step towards him. I gaped, as Rinth sprinted around Rarkin, tapping its back and kept running as it spun to confront him. Then they were all running towards me and the gis was only a few steps behind.


  I leapt through the exit and held my ID card above the scanner, poised to get the door down before the gis escaped behind my insane syther team. Rarkin leapt out first, turning with gun raised to track the gis. Miona followed, raising her gun beside Rarkin. Rinth leapt through the enclosure door and I slammed my card on the reader. The door began to descend, the gis roaring as shield glass blocked its head and shoulders. It raised four fists to pummel the glass in protest, and the bottom of the door struck the ground.


  “Have you lost your minds?” I asked my team, struggling to get the words out through frantic breaths.


  Rarkin smiled. I couldn’t decide if it made the face partly concealed by auburn locks beautiful or terrifying. Either way, I couldn’t help smiling back. He’s an amazing syther, but he rarely shows signs of possessing survival instincts.


  Miona blinked. “We should have had someone spotting us...”


  Rarkin frowned at the door and his gaze darkened.


  Rinth looked sheepish. “I shouldn’t have pushed you,” he said to the ground. “That was going a bit far.”


  Rarkin frowned, but Miona’s gaze sharpened. “As a tactic?” she asked in disbelief. “You used Amon to distract it?”


  Rinth bit his lip. Miona shoved him, and he stumbled backwards. 


  “Yeah Rinth,” I added with a smile. “Pick on someone your own size.”


  He smiled at me, then Miona. She eyed him sternly, but she isn’t keen on eye contact, much less glaring at people, so her attempting-to-glare dark eyes, and attempting-to-be-firm lips broke into a smile pretty quickly.


  She isn’t as tall as Rarkin, but she has a solid frame and she’s nearest to Rinth in size. I suspect they’d be fairly equally matched in a hand-to-hand fight.


  “Is this a bad time?”


  Trainer Lauran was walking down the earthen hallway between monster enclosures on my right. An unfamiliar girl strode beside her, with calm hazel eyes, warm brown skin and the hint of a smile about her slender lips. She was attractive, but reserved. A meeting of minds with Rarkin, I suspected.


  “No Trainer,” Miona replied.


  “This is Ilara,” the trainer said, nodding to the girl and introducing Miona.


  Miona smiled, her black-eyed gaze warm, as she re-tied her long black hair.


  “Rinth,” the Trainer added.


  Rinth’s blue eyes shone and his honest, large-nosed, ivory face grinned.


  “Rarkin.”


  Rarkin flicked his chin at Ilara. His wild auburn hair had been trimmed shorter over the holidays, showing the bottom of strange scaring on the side of his neck, but his pale blue eyes were less hostile than they’d been when I first met him. And was it just me, or had that beige face softened a little? Had that tight jaw loosened slightly?


  “And Amon.”


  I smiled warmly, something I’d give Rarkin lessons in, if he didn’t kill me for being so presumptuous. With black, shoulder length dreadlocks, and cool brown skin, my colouring is similar to most of our class, and most Tarons, though I stand out on our team, partly because I’m the only one who fancies eyeshadow. I’m also shorter and thinner than most, except maybe Lylez, but that girl has the grace of a dancer and is likely twice as deadly.


  I’m not much of a threat, except under pressure. But my adoptive grandparents told me to choose whichever career I thought I’d love. And though this one scares me half to death sometimes, I wouldn’t trade it for anything. Besides, there aren’t many jobs which pretty much guarantee you won’t get bored. The career paths Sythe offers seem the most entertaining, and the best way to ensure my wandering mind doesn’t get sacked…


  “Ilara will be joining your syther classes,” said Trainer Lauran. “She also qualified as a syther last year.”


  And was a potential fifth member of our team, I suspected…


  “What’s your favourite monster?” I asked her.


  Ilara scanned the earthen floor of the Monster Centre through the shield glass walls of enclosures, until her gaze fell on a wolf-like creature with shining red eyes.


  “Hundaira,” she said. “Were you playing courting?”


  “Our own extreme version,” I replied, “Involving as much physical contact as you’re insane enough to pursue, which for me means none.”


  I’m not ashamed. When you work for Monster Containment and get called in to support the Syther Force in mass arrests periodically, survival instincts are a good thing to possess. Especially when yours have to keep all four people on your time alive, as I was beginning to worry I’d need to. Me the sensible one. My General School teachers would never believe that!


  Ilara smiled. “Then it must be my turn,” she added with quiet confidence.


  The trainer left her to it, and the rest of us spotted Ilara, as she swiped her ID card and entered a grassy enclosure in which the hundaira’s nostrils retracted and it turned towards her.


  “Uh… she’s not holding a stun gun,” Rinth warned.


  Rarkin frowned, while Miona sat her ID card on the doorpost to keep the door open and aimed her stun gun at the hundaira with both hands.


  Ilara paused a few steps onto the grass and gazed steadily at the creature. She approached it slowly, with so many pauses that I took aim too. I’m the better shot, and I was nervous about what it would do when she stopped beside it, a bad position from which to escape at high speed.


  Ilara’s pausing advance continued until she was five steps away. I’d never seen anyone get so close before a monster attacked. The hundaira stood, eyeing her and I tensed. She took a tiny step forward, her smallest yet, and paused again. My muscles tensed, and I gripped the trigger, expecting the hundaira to growl and lunge at any moment.


  With her next tiny step, Ilara held her hand low, extended towards the hundaira. My jaw dropped. The hundaira sniffed the air near her hand, then it took a hesitant step forward. And another. Ilara patted its flank. It didn’t growl, bite, or resist. It looked at her, sniffed her hand again, then walked back to its tree, curled up and went to sleep. 


  Who was this girl?


  “How does it know your scent?” Miona asked.


  “I’m half Miaran,” Ilara replied. “Hundaira are used as guard dogs there. They have been for centuries. I thought it might know my scent and let me approach if I came at it the way Miaran’s do, when taming wild hundaira.”


  “They tame monsters for domestic use?” I asked incredulously.


  “They’re not as narrow-minded as Tarons,” she replied.


  Kuaira, my Miaran friend from my orphanage, had told me stories of her people taming magical creatures. But I thought her stories pre-dated Siroan settlement, before Taros was founded, a thousand years ago…


  “And if it didn’t recognise your scent?” Miona asked.


  Ilara smiled. “Trainer Lauran says my magical education is ahead of yours and magic comes easily to me. I prefer it to weapons.”


  “But you want to work in Monster Containment?” I asked.


  “I want to work as a Field Syther, but I know that means I’ll mostly help Monster Containment in the Farm or National Park Zones.”


  “Shared ambitions,” Rinth said with a smile. “Where did you train?”


  “Azmalah,” she replied.


  Azmalah’s further west than my home city, Terriah, and I hadn’t met anyone from there before. Travel between Taron cities has been rare since the Nuclear War.


  ***


  We courted monsters with Ilara a few times over the last two weeks of the holidays, me more than my team, because after spending two weeks with my grandparents in Terriah, I was living on campus, same as Ilara. She was just as confident with spiky little garls, which were more interested in eating insects off their enclosure floor, unless you came closer than they liked and they assumed you were attacking them and came charging to meet you first. But we were both careful with human height, sometimes taller and broader gis, which were far more territorial and neither of us fancied getting close to. Ilara even took her stun gun into that enclosure.


  We hoped to go on our first field assignment as an independent team soon. But Captain Zagoni warned that most field assignments would go to full-time teams, and we’d only get occasional ones to keep us in shape while we still studied at Sythe School.


  As a Syther Level One Syther Team, they’d give us basic assignments, but I hoped to work in Miara and meet Kuaira in her own country, if she wasn’t travelling as part of her mysterious new job. We’ve exchanged letters since her people found her at the orphanage, but it’s been seven years since I saw her last. Too long.


  When the holidays ended, I was glad to return to study at Sythe School. Trainer Morea opened the doors to our old classroom, 407, with its rows of desks with glassy screens, databases of monsters, continents and more magic than we were granted access to as sytheren students.


  Miona and Ilara selected a desk together and Rinth and I claimed one beside them. Merin flicked us a smile from Miona’s other side, sitting with Lylez. I smiled back, as Merin admired the way I’d applied my orange eyeshadow. Merin was my make up mentor.


  Rarkin claimed a desk with Johnny, beside Joe and Nick, all of whom I assumed were from Brock Heights and his kind of people.


  “Welcome back,” said Trainer Morea. “And congratulations to those who passed their syther exams last term. We now have fully qualified, second year syther students in our midst, adding additional subjects to their qualifications. For you, Monster Studies, Continent Geography, Zushai and Taron Law will pick up where they left off. Meanwhile, all of you will begin Magic Studies.”


  He paused for excited gasps and Ryan and I exchanged smiles. We’d been looking forward to that, but maybe Rarkin wasn’t, because his gaze darkened.


  “World History Studies is also on offer and recommended for anyone wanting to work at the Sythe Base in Foreign Aid. Meanwhile, Criminal History is good background for sythers wanting to understand the backgrounds of a range of crimes.”


  Rinth and I met each other’s gazes and nodded. I found history fascinating, and I hoped that as Field Sythers, we’d be called on to support in Foreign Aid. That’s about the only chance anyone gets to travel overseas now, as Sythe Bases manage International Peace keeping, while city governments mostly don’t bother sending representatives overseas in person —they communicate via screens.


  After our sytheren abduction and those dragons firebombing Terriah, Criminal History might help us sleep better at night, especially when the unknown crime boss was still at large. But we missed our first lesson. In the middle of Monster Studies, Captain Zagoni’s voice sounded over our team communicator. “Rarkin; your team has a Wild assignment. Meet us at the Landing Site -and bring Ilara.”


  Johnny wished Rarkin luck, Merin blew Miona a kiss, and a few of our classmates eyed us enviously, as we seized our stun guns off the storage shelf by the wall, and sprinted out of the room.


  My heart pounded with excitement.


  “A gentle start for you?” I said to Ilara, as we sprinted down the corridor, then slowed onto the stairs.


  She smiled nervously, but excitement and anticipation buzzed, amidst the nerves in those hazel eyes.


  “We’ll look after you,” Rinth assured her.


  “She might look after herself,” Miona added, and Rinth smiled.


  Rarkin pushed open the external glass doors and we sprinted across the sports field to the Landing Site. Before us, painted lines on asphalt marked where different size airships could land, while a spherical, navy blue Sythe airship appeared in the distance. It approached rapidly and descended swiftly, with a quiet hum. One side wall folded down, and Captain Zagoni stepped down onto the stairs, sunlight shining on her dark braid and slight build. But her stature wasn’t measured by physical size.


  Our Captain was a sythe. How many newby Level One Syther teams did she take on? It must be rare enough for a sythe to manage even experienced syther teams…


  “Congratulations,” she said. “And welcome Ilara. I will brief you on board.”


  We boarded the airship, where three older sythers with the Monster Containment MC on a fence logo on their dark green uniforms were already seated.


  “We will be assisting Monster Containment to capture a menasaur, near a town deep in the National Park Zone,” Captain Zagoni informed us, as we buckled ourselves into the leather seats around the small passenger cabin. “Daorun, Nimar and Jazar,” she nodded to the three sythers, “Are marksmen who specialise in swift moving Wild monsters. Amon, you are here as their back up.”


  “Rarkin, Rinth, Miona and Ilara; your objective is to maintain the line to help contain the menasaur. You will be armed, but only as a precaution, in the unlikely event it gets close before we stun it. I do not want you opening fire unless I give the order.”


  Fireflies did backflips in my stomach and my grip on my gun tightened instinctively. Menasaurs are damned fast, aggressive reptilians. If it was just our team; we’d struggle to stun one before it attacked us. As it was; trying to hit that thing with stun darts would push my ability to aim and shoot fast enough, to its limits.


  The airship slowed in a rocky valley, with dry yellow grasses and green, equally dry grass trees scattered throughout.


  There was hardly any feeling of momentum, forwards, downwards or other-wards on an airship. I suspect they have gravity systems that counter g-force, letting us fly at great speeds with little sense of how far or fast we travel, but that knowledge was sythe level.


  The airship landed gently, the stair door folded down and we unbuckled our seatbelts, as the captain consulted her communicator and reported to us, “Another team have shot down a menasaur. They are pursuing a second this way and it’s furious. Daorun and Nimar, you are to remain on board and shoot from the air.”


  I kept my mouth firmly shut, as my stomach roiled. Aerial pursuit of monsters had never been necessary on our previous assignments.


  We disembarked and lined up across a narrow end of the valley, Jazar on one end, the captain on the other, and me in the middle of my team, with steep walls of rock rising either side of us. Our airship shifted with a gentle hum to hover overhead on our left. It’s side walls rotated, positioning Daorun and Nimar, still buckled into their seats, on the outside. Both men sighted the rocky valley down the barrels of their long-range guns.


  I took steadying breaths and angled my gun down the valley ahead of me. Ilara gazed patiently ahead, but Rinth and Miona shifted either side of me. I didn’t envy them, having to wait and hope three blokes they’d never met and I took down the monster. I felt a similar pressure to when I helped sythers take down serpents during the invasion of Bellaria. Only this time my position was planned and intentional. Somehow that didn’t ease the weight pressing in on me from all sides.


  Captain Zagoni’s gaze took in the valley and her communicator. “The Monster Containment team are close,” she reported. “The menasaur is running along the rocky slope on the left, two thirds of the way up. It has a dart in its side and has slowed, but it’s still running.”


  For several seconds we stood in silence, hearts pounding, panting with anticipation, tense and nervous. I studied the slope on the left. At first, I saw nothing. Then a long brown reptile appeared, charging towards us. It was similar to a lizard, but far larger, with brown scales, four broad, muscular legs and a violently swishing, double tail. There was something jagged about the tails. Were they spiked? They were moving too fast to tell.


  I sighted down the barrel of my gun, studying the movements of the limbs and neck, looking for weak spots to aim stun darts at. The menasaur paused. Both sythers in the airship fired. The menasaur climbed higher and the airship rose to block it. The menasaur leapt at the airship. It’s head and front legs fell low. But its tails collided and hooked the side. Sparks flew, as the lizard pulled the airship down a dozen paces.


  “Back!” the captain ordered.


  I backed up with our line, my breath catching. Instinct and training kept my gun tracking the giant reptile hanging from the airship thirty paces above, as three figures ejected from their seats. A moment later, their parachutes blossomed overhead.


  The menasaur got its claws stuck trying to extract its tails from the airship. As it flailed, the airship groaned. A scaled foot penetrated the side and lizard and ship fell downwards, gaining speed. The monster hit the ground on all fours and the ship struck beside it. I glimpsed a dark patch of liquid beneath it before a spark sent a line of fire under the vehicle. Fire climbed the liquid trail through cracked and twisted metal, and the ship burned.


  Shock caught my breath, and the adrenaline my body burst with urged me to run. I fought it, clutching my gun tensely, scanning through smoke, for a form that could charge at any movement.


  A Monster Containment four-wheeler roared up behind us. Then the smoke blew in another direction, revealing the monster standing on cracks made by its impact, its swishing tails dragging the smoking wreckage screeching against the valley floor. My heart leapt into my throat.


  The menasaur raised its head, opening its mouth to roar. I put two darts in its neck. It lunged towards us. Everyone dived aside. I hit the ground and twisted on my elbows, heart racing as I aimed my gun. But the menasaur was toppling. It had had enough stun darts, finally.


  Everyone got to their feet, backing up, and keeping guns trained on the now unconscious lizard, as the four-wheeler pulled up. Ine and his syther team; Gorn, Tali and Comor, flicked their chins or flashed us smiles as they gathered round, guns at the ready, in case the creature came to.


  Nimar examined the crushed wreck of our ship and swore. Something fluttered overhead; three people parachuting to the ground. The sythers and pilot landed on my right and unbuckled and began bundling their parachutes.


  “I see you are continuing our young friend’s gentle induction into Monster Containment, Captain,” Ine said, and Tali and Comor flashed the captain smiles, while Gorn nodded at us.


  “Good time to be stranded,” said Gorn, looking up at the grey sky and dark clouds building in the near distance.


  The captain put away her communicator. “We’ll be picked up in an hour. A motor container to transport the menasaur back to the Wild will arrive before then.”


  “We’ll wait with you,” said Comor. “There’s an abandoned temple north-west of here that should provide cover.”


  The captain nodded.


  Ine’s syther team piled back into their four-wheeler and we jogged behind them with Daorun, Jazar, Nimar and Captain Zagoni and the pilot, weaving round the hills, out of the valley and onto dry, open plains.


  The wind picked up. Lightening flashed in the distance. A domed building rose ahead, as thunder crashed again, and the wind whipped our hair and clothes. We ran through a heavy shower of rain and climbed stone steps, pushing open stiff wooden doors to get out of the howling wind.


  The interior stone floor was thickly coated in dust and the walls were a pale purple stone, with one row of windows circling the dome high up. It was like how I’d pictured buildings Kuaira had described. Her people lived in cottages of reed, timber or mudbrick, but domed stone buildings meant a sacred, ceremonial space. I guessed it was in the middle of nowhere because Siroan settlers had pushed the Miaran border back.


  A little light shone in through the windows and lightning flashes lit frescos depicting people with varying dark brown to bronze skin tones, black hair and black or green eyes. Some wore fur, others linen, and many wore bright colours adorned with feathers, bells, or tasselled hoods, and gold, silver, or bronze jewellery; earrings, necklaces and rings with precious stones. Men, women and andros carried staffs with precious metal inlays, while some had a strip of dark cloth covering their mouths and kohl around their eyes.


  I smiled at the andros. Would it be that different, wearing more jewellery and make up? Miona and Rinth wouldn’t care, but there was no telling how Rarkin felt, about most things. And he was reserved enough with me already.


  Several meters further in, pillars circled the room, one pillar opposite each portrait, each painted with a golden staff with an animal, monster, or mythical creature on it; the totem of each tribe. I assumed I was looking at tribal leaders wearing traditional clothes from their lands, which suggested this building was a meeting place. Judging by its dust coated floor, the cobwebs trailing from the ceiling and its location, it hadn’t been in used for a long time.


  I walked beyond the pillars. Three shallow steps circled the room. In the middle was a mosaic floor, the nearest section depicting a purple dragon in flight. To its left, a woman in a green dress held up a leafy plant to a stocky dark green dragon, which chewed it. On the right, a man and woman sat on a pair of long winged white birds, gliding through the sky, pointing at the scenery bellow. Behind the purple dragon, a serpent with flared skin twisted through the air in flight.


  There were many designs in the mosaic, all depicting creatures the Miaran’s lived with in the Old Times; pre-Siroan settlement. Some creatures became extinct when Siroan Monster Containment, hunters and merchants arrived, wanting their precious horns, or parts of their body believed to have magical properties, but after what Ilara said about hundaira; I wondered how many of these creatures the Miarans still tamed. And with so many magical creatures and monsters in their lands, how much of Miara was Wild Zone?


  A voice spoke in the silence behind me, from the captain’s communicator.


  “Attention; all available syther teams: State of Emergency in Rava. A herd of monsters is charging towards the town. All available sythers and sytherens are to proceed to Rava immediately.” 


  Chapter 2


  A Heroic Act -Amon


  Our new pilot flew us, Daorun, Nimar, Jazar and Ine’s syther team over dry rocky hills, back down the valley. Rinth, Miona, Rarkin and I had done enough training with Tali’s Monster Containment team to know that monsters usually travelled solo, in partners or immediate family groups. I’d never heard of monsters travelling in a herd before. And stories of single monsters reaching towns or cities were local legends. Which suggested the only reason a pack of monsters would be charging towards a town was human intervention…


  “Do you think it’s the monster smugglers from last year?” Rinth asked.


  “They were arrested,” Rarkin replied.


  “It might be new black-market traders who’ve made a serious mistake with transportation,” Miona replied.


  “In which case they’d probably abandon any monsters that ran too far away, knowing Monster Containment would show up,” Rarkin added.


  Ilara smiled. “I thought you were a Field Team?” she said. “You sound like shadowers, piecing everything together.”


  “I suppose you can only see so much crazy stuff before you want the world to start making sense again,” I replied. “We saw a bit last year.”


  There wasn’t time to fill her in on our sytheren abduction, the Serenan invasion of Bellaria City, or the Fire Bombing of Terriah, because the town at the end of the valley was in sight, and the ship was slowing. Rava had high stone walls, but they were in a state of disrepair and partially collapsed in several places.


  “Why isn’t the town better protected?” I asked.


  “The repairs to its stone walls require shipping of hard stone from far away, and the town doesn’t have the money,” Gorn replied. “A team of Monster Containment sythers live here, and when they’re not enough, they call our team in.”


  If the usual two teams were insufficient, how many monsters were coming?


  Captain Zagoni eyed my team sternly. “Do you remember protocol for when many monsters approach an inhabited area?”


  “Shoot to kill,” Rarkin replied. “So there’s no risk of monsters reviving from stun darts and attacking civilians before we capture them.”


  The captain inclined her head. “You will leave your stun guns on board and carry hand guns and long-range guns loaded with bullets instead.”


  She opened a storage chest under her seat and handed a hand gun in a holster and a standard long-range gun to each of us. The mood in the cabin became serious, as we checked our weapons and the ship slowed further, outside town.


  A large park with grassy hills rose above crumbling walls ahead, its park benches, paths, and play equipment obscured by military sytherens in black uniforms, who were setting up long range guns. Had Bellaria had soldiers on a training exercise out here? They were bloody lucky qualified people were on hand to defend the place!


  I couldn’t see townspeople evacuating beyond, but I saw brown uniformed Syther Forces taking their places on rooftops.


  Our ship didn’t land near the small army mobilising to defend the town. It turned toward a building on the outer slopes, with a crumbling stone wall poorly defending it.


  “What building is that?” I asked.


  “The orphanage,” the captain replied. “The orphanage wall is partially collapsed and the slope it lies on is much gentler than slopes either side. It’s an easy path for monsters to enter the town by. Our first objective is to help sythers barricade the wall, while bomber sythers rig land before the barricade, to stagger the arrival of monsters in town. Our second objective is to support sythers and sytherens until everything is dead or captured.”


  Ine’s syther team and the swift monster specialists nodded. Had the incompetent smugglers tried to round the monsters up, and instead driven them this way? 


  “Are there more menasaurs?” Miona asked.


  “No,” the captain replied. “The menasaurs charged ahead of hundaira, garls and tasti.”


  “And they all came from the same place?” Rinth asked.


  “And this ship was searching for their origins when it spotted the other monsters?” Miona asked.


  “Or was it monitoring illegal monster trade?” Rarkin added.


  The captain’s lips twitched in a faint smile. “There are things I cannot tell you at your current rank. But piecing things together yourselves is encouraged. Just be careful that you only act on things you know, or else check what you suspect with me, before you act on speculation. If you don’t, you may land yourselves in very sticky situations.”


  I wondered if our potential and helping young sythers become sythes was what the captain liked about her work. But I got the feeling there was more to it.


  “Get ready,” the captain instructed. “We will land in a moment.”


  The ship was slowing, then touching down above the orphanage garden. We unbuckled our seatbelts and stood. The stair door folded down and our team disembarked, followed by the other sythers and the captain. I blinked, as a woman ran towards us.


  “We’re missing children,” she said, wringing her hands. “Two boys and a girl. There’s only me to search. We have to maintain a ratio of one adult per fifteen children, so most of us can’t leave the other children.”


  “We’ll find them and bring them back here,” the captain assured her. “I’ll have this ship wait and we can fly them and you to safety. Wait for the children on board.”


  The woman nodded and climbed the stairs into our ship.


  “Do any of you know the orphanage grounds?” Captain Zagoni asked the other sythers.


  “Comor, Tali and I do, Captain,” Gorn replied.


  “We’ll split into three search groups,” the captain ordered. “Miona, Ilara and I will accompany Tali and Comor. Rarkin, Rinth and Amon; you go with Gorn.”


  The captain handed Gorn and Comor communicators. “The rest of you, finish the barricade then get to the hills,” she ordered.


  Daorun, Nimar, Jazar and Ine and his team’s driver nodded and ran downhill, hefting their guns as they approached the distant crumbling walls of the orphanage garden. Town guards passed chairs and small tables to each other at the wall, filling gaps and stacking tables to raise its height. A token gesture; hundaira could leap that. I hoped the explosives would scatter everything coming this way.


  I followed the three search parties running towards the building, cradling my long-range gun in my right arm, my heart pounding against my ribs. Those kids would be terrified. An orphanage this size would have plenty of hiding places, and I bet the matrons didn’t know them all.


  The third syther group ran left across the grounds. The rest of us entered the building, which immediately branched into two corridors. Comor led the captain and the girls left, Gorn led Rinth, Rarkin and I right.


  “How big is this building?” I yelled.


  “Too big for our timeline!” Gorn yelled back. “Search every room,” he instructed. “Check in wardrobes and under the beds.”


  We ran into different rooms. Mine had three bunk beds and one wardrobe. I dropped to the ground and looked across the floor. There was nothing under the beds. I stepped on one, inspecting the top bunks. They were empty. I stumbled to the wardrobe on my left and flung it open. Coats and dresses blocked my view. I pushed them aside. Nothing.


  I raced back to the corridor. Rarkin ran into a room on my left and Gorn into a room on my right. I ran into the next room on my left. It was empty too.


  I bumped into Rinth in the corridor. “There’s nothing!” he cried.


  We checked the last two rooms in the corridor just in case, but they were empty.


  “Now where?” Rarkin asked Gorn.


  Gorn led us through a door at the end of the corridor. We ran into a shrine and down an isle between the seats.


  “Is anyone in here?” Gorn yelled.


  No one replied.


  I peered under the seats and in the corners, but the floor was bare. Gorn ran to a broom cupboard, but it was empty too. He led us through a door beyond the stage and we stepped onto a wooden veranda.


  “We’ll search the yard,” said Gorn. “This way,” and he pointed right.


  Game squares were painted on asphalt, at the end of a ball court. A wall to the right was lined with chalkboards.


  “There’s no one here!” Rinth yelled.


  The monsters would be here in minutes…


  “The left wing and grounds are clear,” came the captain’s voice, from the communicator clipped to Gorn’s belt. “Comor says to search the cubby houses.”


  “Of course!” Gorn cried.


  He pelted across the ball court towards a cluster of trees and I sprinted behind him, annoyed that I hadn’t thought of it.


  Bits of wood were hammered up the trunks of two trees and planks of wood formed a cubby house between two thick branches. Gorn hesitated, but I was lighter, so I climbed up and peered into a narrow wooden space, with two terrified kids huddled inside it. She looked four or five, as did the boy next to her. There was movement opposite them, against the wall on my left. A boy, a couple of years older, was crossing his arms sternly.


  “Hello,” I said. “My name’s Amon. What’s yours?”


  “What you doin’ in my cubby house?” the older boy asked.


  I smiled. There was a kid like him in my orphanage, who bossed everyone around and claimed to own everything.


  “We’re here to protect your home. Your friends and matron have left and now you’ve got come too.”


  “Why should we trust you?” the boy demanded.


  “Are there monsters?” the little girl asked.


  I wasn’t going to lie. “Yes,” I replied, “and that’s why we need to get you out.”


  The captain’s voice sounded from Gorn’s communicator; “The barricade’s finished and we’re evacuating. Have you found those kids?”


  “Yes,” Gorn replied.


  “Evacuate as swiftly as you can!”


  Her voice startled the older boy, who stood, brandishing a wooden sword. “I’ll fight them off!” he declared.


  I rolled my eyes.


  “Come here,” I said to the girl. She was trembling, but she came forwards, wrapped her arms and legs around me and clung to me. I put an arm around her back and climbed down the tree, telling the other boy to come. He followed. The girl didn’t let go when we got to the ground. I’d have to carry her. The boy stood next to us, gripping my shirt one handed, but the bossy boy remained in the doorway, declaring, “You can protect them, and I’ll protect my cubby house.”


  “This isn’t a game!” Rarkin snapped.


  “You lot go on. I’ll bring that one,” said Gorn.


  Rarkin ran ahead. Rinth took the boy’s hand, and kept an eye on me as I tried to jog, my balance thrown off and movement hindered by carrying the girl.


  “You’ll get down that ladder right now sonny, or a monster might rip your head off,” Gorn called.


  I stumbled. Rarkin moved out of sight. I glimpsed the rest of Gorn’s team and sythers taking their positions on the hilltop above me on my left.


  “Let me take her,” said Rinth.


  “No; it won’t!” the boy protested to Gorn. “You’re just trying to scare me into doing what you want!”


  “I have to let Rinth carry you because he’s bigger,” I explained to the girl as we stopped, hoping she’d ease her grip. She looked at Rinth, then offered him her arms. He let the boy’s hand go and I took it instead, as Rinth put an arm under her waist, holding her against his chest, and she wrapped her legs around him.


  “Let’s go,” said Rinth.


  We started running, and I heard a cry behind us. Gorn caught us up with the boy slung over his shoulder, the wooden sword flailing behind him.


  “Head straight for the ship,” the captain’s voice ordered from Gorn’s communicator. “The pilot’s looking for you.”


  I looked up. It hovered ahead, a blue sphere rising above the slope of the orphanage grounds.


  “The monsters have almost reached the barricade,” the captain warned.


  Her voice was drowned out by gunfire, which echoed from the hilltop on our left, close enough to make me tense. Gorn turned to the nearest bit of building for shelter. Rinth and I followed. It took forever to sprint to that door, gunfire roaring behind us with every step.


  “Thank the Gods!” Rakin called, in a bizarre display of reverence.


  He held the door open with his left arm, aiming a gun behind us with his right. As I stepped through, the ground started to shake. I tripped and fell. Then came the explosion. Only one thought permeated my brain as I lay on the ground; anything that blast didn’t kill or drive away was now charging straight towards us.


  *** Rarkin ***


  My race to let my guard down, relax, trust and work as part of my new syther team hit a massive snag that day. As we fled monsters with children in tow, my adrenaline spiked, my heart pounded and the old survival instincts from growing up with a drunken, abusive father kicked in.


  Explosions sounded as I held the orphanage door open. It was deafening. The boy on foot overtook Amon, as Amon picked themself up and Rinth and Gorn followed Amon inside. I was about to step through after them when something approached the corner of my vision. I pivoted instinctively. A wooden bench flew clear of the barricade and smashed into the slope nearby.


  Spiky backed garls charged from the dust cloud downhill. They were too close. I took aim with my gun, pulled the trigger and hit the grass twice. I took a deep, trembling breath, aimed again and hit two garls. I gritted my teeth, knowing I was killing creatures I liked, but this was too dangerous. It wasn’t just protocol; there was no other choice.


  Training kicked in. I kept shooting and hit four in a row, leaving none standing. More might come, but it was time to get out.


  I glimpsed the edge of a black flock in the sky as I turned; sharp taloned tasti. They were clustered together, but breaking away from each other as they flew. What had driven them together? What the fuck was going on here?


  Then I was inside. I slammed the door, seized a nearby desk and dragged it across the doorway.


  “Come on Rarkin!” Amon’s voice yelled from the corridor.


  “Coming!” I replied, sprinting through an office.


  The building shook as I sprinted down the corridor. Gunfire roared from all sides. Confused monsters must be charging towards town, scared by the explosion, but not smart enough to turn back.


  Rinth, the girl, and Amon ran into a hall ahead and I followed. As my foot hit the wooden floor, it trembled. The boy sprinted through a door on the far side and Gorn followed, carrying the brat.


  The floor shook violently and Rinth cried out and fell. Something rumbled and the floor shook constantly. The girl whimpered and Rinth tightened his grip on her, sitting up to look behind him. In the middle of the hall, a tentacle shot up through snapping floorboards. Rinth leapt to his feet, ducking airborne splinters of floor.


  I staggered backwards, and Amon ran forwards. Another tentacle shot up between us. Floorboards cracked and splintered, as more tentacles appeared around the room. Cracks spread from the centre of the floor on my left and Amon dove aside, as large splinters of wood shot in every direction.


  A bunch of tentacles folded out the central hole in the floor, around a yellowy brown-scaled, flexible body, with a single eye stalk rising from it. The eyelid atop the stalk opened. The girl screamed and went limp in Rinth’s arms. He struggled to stand, and Amon jumped to their feet. The creature blinked, giving me a split second to react. I had no idea what it was, which suggested it was Sythe level and we were fucked.


  “Get the kid out!” I yelled at Rinth.


  He looked bewildered, but he ran. Amon turned to me. Before I could speak, a burst of light flashed in the eye, then shot towards me. I dived sideways. When I hit the ground I screamed, “RUN AMON!”


  I jumped up, ducking more light, which blasted the wall behind me. Amon’s frightened gaze locked on me. Then they turned and fled.


  I shot wildly at flailing tentacles snatching at me as I ran, zig zagging parallel to the monster. White rays singed a black path in floor behind and beside me. Pain like fire burst in my foot.


  I barely managed to gasp before a tentacle rushed me. I leapt over it and ducked, as another ray passed overhead. Another tentacle struck the ground and the floor shook. Something whooshed overhead. What in Chaos was this thing? Why did it move more like a war machine than a sentient creature?


  I ducked more tentacles, losing feeling in my foot, forcing me to focus on staying alive. As I dodged another ray, the door at the end of the hall and the trap I was in caught my attention. I couldn’t run towards the door without turning my back on the monster, and the rays it was shooting or its tentacles lashing towards me. The only reason Amon and Rinth had escaped was because the creature was focused on me. There was nothing to distract it now.


  The end of a tentacle smacked into my arm and sent my long-range gun flying. It smashed through a window high up the wall. I drew my hand gun and shot a tentacle stabbing towards me.


  The creature was too fast. There was too much of it, attacking too quickly. I was ducking, shooting and leaping around like a frightened mouse with nowhere to run.


  *** Amon ***


  We ran down a corridor and the exit thankfully opened ahead. The airship was just outside. Garls ran round the front of the building and Jazar and Daorun opened fire on them from the airship’s exterior seats. The pilot fired at garls near the orphanage door, while Comor shot garls approaching the airship steps from the cabin with one hand, pulling the bossy boy into the ship with the other. Gorn held the orphanage door for Rinth. As Rinth passed through, Gorn yelled to me, “Where’s Rarkin?”


  “He stayed back when a monster with heaps of tentacles smashed through the floor. We’ve got to help him!”


  Gorn’s face paled and he seized my arm and dragged me out of the building. I stumbled after him. When he pushed me towards the ship, I staggered dumbly forwards. He kept a firm hand on my back as we climbed the steps. Hydraulics quietly closed the door behind me and Gorn said to the pilot, “Take off.”


  The orphanage dropped away below us. Comor and Tali helped the three kids with their seatbelts and Rinth stepped towards us.


  “We’re leaving him behind?” I asked, my voice barely audible.


  Gorn looked away. “One man doesn’t stand a chance against a lethespar. I’m sorry, but he’s probably dead already.”


  I couldn’t move. Couldn’t turn my head to look at Rinth.


  “But I escaped, and Amon ran halfway across the hall without being touched!” Rinth protested.


  Gorn sighed. “It likes to hunt prey singularly. Once it chose to hunt your friend, it would’ve ignored you. That’s why you escaped.”


  Dread weighed my body down like lead. It overwhelmed me too much to think and too much to hope. I just stood there, until the airship touched down on the hill and the stair flap opened.


  “You need to get off now.”


  I heard Gorn’s words, but they didn’t mean anything. He placed a hand on my shoulder and guided me down the steps. I walked mechanically. He steered me to a line of sytherens shooting a swarm of large purple, leather winged tasti flying above us. Miona and Ilara stood among them, shooting stray garls climbing the hill. Rinth strode beside Miona, raised his long-range gun and shot madly, grimacing, his eyes blazing with anger.


  Over the racket of gunfire, the captain asked Gorn, “Where’s Rarkin?”


  Gorn shook his head. Her gaze hardened.


  I just stood there, until the captain steered me beside Rinth. Then training and instinct kicked in and I took aim at the garls and fired mechanically. I scarcely noticed the white bird flying over the hill opposite me. It flew towards the orphanage and a hole punched into the roof. But it was random movement. Nothing connected to anything. It was all just meaningless sensory input. Because I was completely numb.


  ***Rarkin***


  I’d done brilliantly dodging rays and tentacles. But because I had to move quickly and constantly, I tired swiftly. My every move was defensive and getting slower. I wasn’t trying to go anywhere anymore, just dodging the most immediate threat to my continued existence.


  A tentacle swung at my head. I shot it, prompting its instinctive recoil. But I didn’t notice the white ray till it hit my left shoulder. The pain was incredible. I screamed and fell, dropping the hand gun.


  I landed on my right side, facing the monster and its open maw. I heard two tentacles just in time. I rolled, clenching my teeth as my burnt shoulder pressed against the floor, the pain making me spasm. The tip of a tentacle smashed the back of my head, dazing me. I stopped rolling and lay on my back. My head was throbbing, and a burning pain spread from my shoulder and foot.


  A giant eye turned on its stalk to face me. It would burn me to death. But its rays burned quickly. There’d be a moment of pain, then it would be over. I stared into its eyes. The split second I had when light flared was enough to dodge on my feet, but I didn’t have a hope on the ground.


  Something white came in through the roof. White rays shot from the monster’s eye. They stopped halfway and rebounded into the monster’s howling mouth. I stared. Was I hallucinating its eye closing? The eye stalk fell limp, and the floor rumbled beneath me, as tentacles crashed into the floor around me, and black smoke poured from its mouth.


  I was sure I was unconscious, but the stink of roasted monster made me gag and convinced me otherwise. I looked up. A white bird with someone sitting on its back landed gracefully a few meters away. A woman dismounted, revealing a second young woman behind her, as she walked over. She wore a camel-coloured coat, with a hood, woven from thread I didn’t recognise, gold necklaces, and her skin was a warm brown, her green eyes outlined with kohl, like the frescos in the temple.


  She eyed me thoughtfully. “Only our most experienced warriors fight such a foe. You’ve done well to last so long. Perhaps next time we meet, you’ll be up to team combat against such a creature.”


  Her eyes sparkled. Then she turned. “Come, Kuaira. You can practice treating lethespar burns.”


  The second woman approached, carrying a bag woven from reeds. She was younger, perhaps only a couple of years older than me, nineteen or so. She knelt beside me and I shuddered as she pulled my right shoe off my burned foot. The shoe fell apart when she tugged it. She stripped the rag of my sock off, then took a jar from her bag, and sprinkled the fine powder it contained on my foot.


  I flinched and shuddered again, as she cut away the burnt sleeve and shoulder of my shirt, and sprinkled powder on my shoulder burn.


  “You are lucky the monster attacked when we were nearby,” said the older woman. “The reason your wounds hurt so much is that the burning spreads. The rays of a lethespar act like acid on the skin, soaking through, burning flesh and eventually internal organs. You are one of few to survive such a burn.”


  “Your foot should be ok,” said the second woman.


  I tried to nod in answer, but my head throbbed, so I only moved it slightly.


  “Did you take a blow to the head as well?” asked the older woman.


  “Yeah.”


  My voice wasn’t much more than a whisper. The pain had exhausted me.


  “You are a strong one. But don’t get cocky.”


  The young woman poured something on my foot that felt cool, but it was hard to sense through the pain. Then she moved to my shoulder and poured the liquid over it.


  “You’re lucky that burn didn’t spread far,” she said. “It would’ve killed you if we’d got here twenty minutes later. You’ll have scar tissue on your shoulder and upper arm when it heals and on most of your foot.”


  Acid-like burn scars over the glass cut scars from when dad knocked me through a window. Wonderful.


  “Thank you.” 


  She packed up her bottle and jar into her shoulder bag. The other woman was walking back to the bird already. The younger one studied my light blue syther uniform.


  “Do you know Amon Turgis?” she asked. “Tell them Kuaira says hello.”


  “Where are you going?” I asked.


  She smiled. “Miara. I’d like to stay, but your people will be here for you soon and we tend to make them nervous, when they aren’t expecting us.”


  Who would Sythe be nervous about meeting? “You’re sorcerers?” I asked. “And trained, and you don’t work for Sythe?”


  My face was starting to go slack with fatigue. She smiled. “You’ll recover fine.”


  The other woman called her, and she returned to the bird. She waved, and the bird flew back up and out the hole in the roof. Then everything went black.


  Chapter 3


  Alive -Amon


  We soon shot every garl and tasti in sight. The two sytherens we’d been shooting with ran downhill, to search the orphanage. Random gun shots cracked the air behind us, as monsters fled into sight of sythers on rooftops around town. The captain turned to face Rinth and me.


  “Where is Rarkin?” she asked.


  I looked at the ground. Rinth replied, “In the orphanage, with a huge monster with tentacles that shoots electricity from its eye.”


  The captain’s gaze narrowed with what might be worry, an emotion I’d never seen on her face before.


  “Follow me,” she said.


  She marched briskly downhill. The girls jogged after her. I stayed where I was and so did Rinth, both of us eyeing each other nervously.


  “The Military are entering the orphanage,” he said. “They’ll kill that monster …if Rarkin managed to hold it off.”


  “You heard Gorn,” I replied dully. “You saw how fast that thing moved.”


  “Don’t give up on him yet mate! For all we know; he could’ve left the room further behind us!”


  “HURRY UP!” Miona’s voice bellowed.


  “Come on mate,” Rinth said, grabbing my arm, as he pulled me forward.


  I started jogging and he let go. Somehow, we ran down that steep hillside without tripping. At the bottom lay brick houses with wooden fences and no sign of garls.


  “MIONA!” Rinth yelled.


  “Over here!”


  We ran along fences towards her voice, then down a cobbled lane. We were just in time to see Miona disappear around a corner. We turned it, as the girls ran through the orphanage gate and we followed them through the doors to the welcome desk. A pair of male sythers walked towards us, carrying something between them, Rarkin. His eyes were closed.


  “Someone’s treated his burns captain,” one of the sythers told Captain Zagoni. “The lethespar was dead when we reached the hall and this one,” he nodded at Rarkin, “was unconscious.”


  “Will he be alright?” Miona asked softly, as I sagged with relief.


  “He’ll carry scars from the burns forever, but it looks like he’ll make a full recovery.”


  Rinth held the front door open and we followed them outside. A small airship had landed, with the letters SH painted next to a roll of bandage on it, a healer Sythe ship. A ramp slid out the back and a flap opened so the men could walk inside.


  “Do you wish to go with him?” Captain Zagoni asked me.


  “Yeah.”


  My voice was faint, and I walked mechanically up the ramp, to a chair beside Rarkin’s bed. Two women wearing red Syther-Healer uniforms with a bandage logo on the breast, sat on Rarkin’s other side, one examining the red raw skin covering his shoulder, the other examining his red raw foot.


  The woman at his shoulder looked up. “Your friend will be alright,” she said. She explained the damage of the burns and how someone had treated them with potion.


  “How was such a young one fighting a lethespar?” asked the other woman.


  I told her how Rarkin had stayed behind.


  “Heroics at his age,” muttered the other, who was grey-haired.


  “You know what the young ones are like,” said the second woman, who was silver haired. “He’ll be showing off his scars in a day or two and receive a medal for bravery when he’s recovered.”


  I must have looked awful, because she turned to me and said genuinely, “He’ll be fine.”


  When we got to the Infirmary, I waited beside Rarkin’s bed while the healer’s checked him over, then listened to them talk about how fortunate he was, and puzzling over the mystery healer.


  It wasn’t a very good distraction. That beige face could be reserved enough when he was conscious. Seeing it expressionless, noticing freckles I rarely saw, because the hair that often obscured them was to one side, he didn’t look like him.


  I turned away, gazing out the window and across the sports field, feeling like I was intruding. I suspected he wouldn’t want anyone to see him unconscious in an infirmary bed, but for a little while there, I’d thought Rarkin was dead. I wasn’t leaving until he woke up, and I saw for myself that he was alive.


  “Amon,” Rarkin’s voice rasped.


  He still looked pale and tired. I didn’t like it, but seeing his eyes open and hearing him speak took some of the tension out of my shoulders. I exhaled deeply.


  “We’re back at school,” I told him. “Me, Rinth, Gorn and those kids got out ok and everyone was hunting stray tasti when we left. The healers reckon you’ll get a medal for bravery and they’re puzzling over who healed you. Reckon they saved your life.”


  “Kuaira.”


  “What?” I asked, my face going slack.


  “Kuaira treated my burns. She came in on a white bird, through a hole that monster made in the ceiling. With another woman, who seemed to be in charge. She said to say hi.”


  So that’s what she was up to… I knew she was travelling, because she was taking longer to reply to my letters. But why did she travel by bird? Didn’t the Miarans have airships, or regular motor carriages? They must have been barely fast enough to reach Rarkin in time to save him…


  I felt Rarkin’s gaze and pushed the questions aside.


  “How ya feeling?” I asked. I wanted to know. But I realised straight away that it probably wasn’t the right question to be asking Rarkin any time, even if he had almost been killed…


  He didn’t seem to mind though. “Lousy. Don’t wanna take another of those bastards on in a hurry.” He smiled sleepily, but I couldn’t smile back. My gaze lowered.


  “When we caught up with Gorn, he said you’d probably be dead. He was so sure that… I believed him.”


  There was a pause and I looked up. My feelings are always written all over my face and the tears blurring my vision made them all the more obvious. He clearly was going to be ok, but I’d never seen him this tired, or this weak. It bothered me. Banished my usual smile.


  But that wasn’t what troubled me most. Somewhere in my gut I remembered too well how it felt thinking he was dead. The feeling didn’t suddenly go away now I knew he was ok. It was awful, and I’d barely begun to process it.


  A tear ran down my cheek. And something touched my hand, which was resting on his bedside. It was Rarkin’s hand, holding mine. I stared.


  “How is seeing you upset worse than fucking acid burns?” Rarkin asked. “I promise; I will be fine.”


  To my astonishment, he smiled. “Fuck. I’m going to have to keep that promise. It was always going to be you sitting here, wasn’t it? Not Miona, poking me in the ribs for not thinking to run backwards out of the room, as I should have bloody done. Or Rinth hoping I’m good soon, so we can both blow off steam lapping monsters. You do feelings better than anyone. I don’t know how you do it.”


  I frowned. Ok, he had acid-like burns on his shoulder and foot, and he’d hit his head and may also be high on pain killers, but was Rarkin Loremen telling me I’m better at expressing my feelings? Is he so reserved because he’s holding it in?


  “I’m shit at lying,” I replied with a shrug. “Even you can read my face.”


  I caught his eye and we both laughed. Rarkin was smart, but feelings definitely weren’t his strong suit.


  He was still holding my hand. Rarkin, holding my hand. It was risky, it was foolish, but if he truly was high on painkillers …maybe he wouldn’t remember? Nah, I had to know.


  “I know you don’t like personal questions but… are you a noner?”


  Rarkin blinked. “I’m trying to figure it out. It’s confusing.”


  I glanced down at the hand he was holding, caught his eye and he smiled.


  “There’s… there’s other things I’m working on. But… I have thought about it. I thought I was a noner but… maybe I’m a somer? I don’t know why it has to be so confusing. Maybe it would be easier to figure out if I was better at people.”


  “You mean if you weren’t an innermind?” I asked.


  If it was time to be honest, it was probably time to let him know I’d figured it out. No one else was that reserved, that emotionally distant, that awkward in certain social situations. He could be so confident and assertive, a natural leader in other ways, but there were things he wasn’t good at, and they all seemed to have to do with people, or feelings, or both.


  Rarkin sighed. “Maybe. And, other stuff. Like, how do you just let someone wander into your life, to the centre of your world, when the people who occupied that space when you were a kid trashed the joint?”


  So that was what it was like. That’s what made him distant. Where my adopted grandparents, and their older son Nick had been a real family to me, showed me love, doted on me to compensate for the years of having parents I missed at the orphanage, Rarkin’s father had been a prick, until Rarkin had learnt to shut people out.


  “It’s alright for you,” Rarkin added, to my surprise. “You just wander into people’s lives, with that big smile, talking to people and everyone welcomes you.”


  I smiled. “You know chattiness and high levels of energy are wandermind traits, right?”


  Rarkin stared, then laughed. “How did you even get in Sythe School?” he asked. “My mate Des is a wandermind, and he gets his kicks from petty theft and has a record of minor crimes a league long!”


  I smiled back. “I’ve always liked running. And painting. And you know how much I like talking to people. It’s the remembering things, and the not getting distracted, or overloaded, the being organised that’s hard.”


  “But you did ok on exams?” Rakin asked, frowning.


  “Yeah, it’s more remembering where to turn up and when to sit them that’s the challenge.” I grimaced. “Merin may have helped.”


  Rarkin smiled. “I suspect she butts in where she thinks she’s needed. She tends to be right, and to not wait for invitations.”


  I smiled. Rarkin’s eyes were starting to droop. But they were brighter than when he woke up. And he seemed more relaxed now, even though he’d been unconscious when I arrived.


  “I better let you get some rest,” I said.


  My heart started to speed up. A little voice in my head yelling: Say it! This is the longest, most intimate conversation you’ve ever had with him. Say it now, or you never will!


  “If you decide you are in fact a somer, you know where to find me.”


  Rarkin smiled sleepily. Then he drifted off.


  I stayed a moment, savouring his now limp hand resting in mine. Whatever his sexuality was, he wasn’t ready. I sighed, let the moment and his hand go, and walked out.


  Only as I was walking to the Food Court did I remember the Miaran slaves we’d freed from firebombed buildings in Terriah. And my suspicions that Kuaira had ended up in a Taron orphanage because she was an escaped Miaran slave, found wandering the streets in Terriah.


  How long had that trade been going on? And were her people distrustful of Tarons because of it? Was that why we’d only exchanged letters since they found her? And I’d never been invited to visit her, and she’d never accepted mine and my grandparents’ invitation to stay with us in Terriah?


  I couldn’t be sure —the history I’d learnt in school glossed over relations between Tarons and Miarans from Siroan settlement onwards. I decided to write her letter when I got back to my room. She might not tell me, but technically she was an adult now, and I would be too, soon. It was time I had a better understanding of where we stood with each other, how the history between our people may complicate things and to ask the question I’d put off for ages, because I feared the answer would be no: will I see you again?


  *** Rarkin ***


  I still didn’t get Amon. If they’d stayed behind I would’ve refused to believe they were dead, and been determined to do everything I could to save them. Which made me wonder; could you let your guard down, and refuse to give in, and refuse to believe the worst, until you saw proof of it? Could you be stubborn and capable, without being guarded? Was that the compromise my counsellor Jay was pushing me towards?


  Captain Zagoni, Miona, Rinth, and a shy looking Ilara entered my room and sat beside my bed, soon after Amon left. Miona smiled at me. I flicked my chin at her.


  “You


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
