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Chapter 1—Neil as Team Captain: Day One
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Yellow sand dunes yielded to a wall of giant red sequoias. Neil stood on the line demarcating the desert and forest, heat baking the left side of his face while a cool breeze caressed his thick curly hair around his right ear. The sequoias were tall enough that they should cast shadows over the first row of sand dunes. Instead, the shadows ended at a line parallel to Neil’s left foot, so that they looked headless. 

“This is as great as your flying Venice sim,” Neil said, sidestepping into the desert and bumping Nico Colombo as he did. The wind vanished and the heat from the sun toasted his bare skin; sensors in his silver Space City suit activated a cooling feature that kept him from burning up.

Anand and Devika Singh, twin brother and sister, trudged up a dune in search of the next base—the second of three that Neil requested Nico set up. Anand’s bald head glistened with sweat and he looked to have gained more weight over the summer. As team captain, Neil would have to talk with Anand about slimming down a bit. Team grades at the Space City Preparatory Academy were more significant in year two, and he wouldn’t keep up if he didn’t get in better shape. Devika, by contrast, ran stairs in the Games stadium every day.

Jiro Takeda and Eris Zeigler hunted around the sequoias, in case one of the trees served as a secret entrance to the base. As the best shooter in their year, Eris’ assignment to their team was a major coup as far as Neil was concerned. And Jiro, with his short, spindly frame made a great scout. 

Rounding out the team, Dirk Fischer and Trini Flores floated around the crowns of the sequoias, dodging the occasional impossibly obese turkey with hummingbird wings; you could get away with defying physics in virtual worlds. But instead of hunting for the second base, the pair debated the merits of the new treaty between Space City and the Ukka on Letos; nevertheless, both were skilled Games players, making them ideal teammates for the increased field exams they’d encounter in year two. 

Neil had been a little surprised when he’d learned the pair would be on his team. After all, Dirk was in his final year at the Academy, while Trini was in her third. But for some classes, the Academy mixed the second through fourth year students together a little more. It was going to take Neil a little time to get used to handing out orders to older students. That’s why he had asked Nico to create the sim for them. Neil wanted to get a jump on the new year by leading the team through a series of tasks, so he could get used to giving orders, and so they’d get comfortable working together. Nico wasn’t on the team, but his virtual settings were so stunning that Neil couldn’t pass on one for their excursion.

Studying the map on his wrist-comp again, Neil strode across the dividing line from the desert into the forest. He shivered from the noticeable change in temperature, like exiting a hot tub and jumping straight into a pool. The base should be close by. They were inside the base perimeter, shown as a red circle on his wrist-comp map, but Nico had disguised it well.

Anand and Devika started shouting, drawing Neil’s attention. Had they found the base entrance? But the twins raced down a sand dune, waving at them to run. Seconds later, a horde of small brown toads topped the dune behind the siblings, as well as every other dune in the area. A biblical plague descending upon them.

Neil tensed, unsettled by the sheer number of toads headed their way, but unsure how seriously to take the threat. After all, they were toads. “Nico, what danger level did you put the sim on?”

“It’s not fun without a little danger.” Nico scratched at the birthmark on the left side of his neck. “And their spikes are poisonous.” 

He started to dash into the forest. Neil grabbed a handful of Nico’s suit and pulled him up short.

“What’re you saying?” Neil asked. “Is the poison lethal? Did you set the sim to match reality?”

That had been a nasty surprise during Nico’s Venice sim. The Malsain—an alien race possessing greenish-yellow scales, a forked tongue, and a stench that could make you lose your lunch from the day before, and everything else you’d eaten since then—had developed a high danger setting for the sims to mimic real life. Dangers faced could cause as much physical harm as if they were in the real world. To Neil, that was insane. The Malsain, on the other hand, turned up their collective scaled noses at sims that did anything less than perfectly mimic the real world and the dangers it posed. For some reason, thrill seekers onboard Space City had embraced the high danger setting. Nico was apparently one of those thrill seekers.

That’s why Neil had told Nico, repeatedly, not to do that for this excursion.

“It won’t kill anyone, but it’ll probably hurt pretty badly,” Nico mumbled with a guilty expression. “The spikes shouldn’t pierce our suits.”

“And if they get skin instead of suits?”

“You may want to die.” Nico tugged free of Neil’s grasp and took off.

They must be in the medium danger setting then. On low, there was no real threat in a sim. It was all an elaborate ruse. You could see, touch, smell, even taste, but it was an illusion. The sim tricked your mind into believing things were real. It was primarily used for first-years. For medium danger, the Academy wanted students to take threats more seriously, so they could feel varying levels of pain.

And while Nico had followed his instructions, he hadn’t taken it easy on them.

As Neil turned back to check the twin’s progress, his mouth went dry as the swarm of toads grew exponentially, new ones cresting the closest sand dunes every second. Why hadn’t he clarified the threats with Nico before they entered the sim? As a team captain, he should’ve known everything before they’d started, same as if he were leading the group on a mission to a real planet. If this had been a class, the instructors would’ve been docking his leadership scores heavily right about now.

He retreated past the first line of sequoias where Jiro and Eris pointed at the oncoming toads, prepared to lay down cover fire for the twins.

“Poisonous? Really?” Eris demanded, casting a glare at Nico.

He chuckled, eyes darting back and forth between Eris and the toads, as if he were unsure who he should be more afraid of.

“Dirk, Arielle, can you help us out?” Neil called over his tradutor—the language translator and comm device was standard equipment for all exploration.

“Devika, sure. I’m on it,” Dirk answered.

“I’ll get Devika,” Arielle corrected as she flew past Dirk toward the twins. “You get Anand.”

“Oookay. I guess I’ll get Anand.” Dirk followed her.

“Nico, where’s shelter?” Neil asked. They couldn’t deal with all the toads headed their way. Watching them, he felt a little like a cricket about to get swarmed by multiple ant colonies. His instincts to run were almost overpowering.

“There’s a grove to the East.” Nico shifted his feet, clearly ready to get moving. “The toads won’t enter it.”

Arielle guided her scooter down alongside Devika, who refused to leave Anand until Dirk had rescued him. Dirk drew up next to Anand, so he could jump aboard. But when Dirk tried to lift off, the scooter rose no more than two feet off the ground.

“Nico, you should embargo Anand’s candy supply for a while,” Dirk complained. 

Dirk and Anand had a good twenty yards on the toads, but the horde was gaining ground. Neil blinked once, activating his new Academy-issued contacts. The thought-controlled contacts could change their vision in a number of useful and surprising ways. He wanted to zoom in for a better look, and the contacts gave him a close up. Their backs were covered with little needles, much like a porcupine, but there was a greenish sheen to them. The poison Nico had mentioned? 

It made his skin crawl. An image came unbidden of those needles piercing his skin over his entire body. He shivered and forced the vision away. He debated asking Nico to identify the toxin, but at this point the knowledge wouldn’t do him much good.

Once the scooters were within range, Neil ordered the rest of the team to clear out the nearest toads to give their teammates breathing room. There were so many toads bunched together that they barely had to aim to score a hit. But for every one they shot, countless more remained. At ten yards out, Neil tossed a light grenade over the scooters, sending a mass of toads flying in all directions.

The toads had reached the forest and swarmed around and past the trees the way invaders stormed broken castle gates.

“All right, to the grove.” Neil waved for everyone to get moving.

Unlike the toad army pursuing them, Neil and the team were hindered by the massive sequoias. He felt like a slalom skier as he detoured around them; despite the trees, they managed to stay ahead of the toads.

A nip of his ear caused him to duck in surprise. He swatted over his head, half afraid one of the toads had caught him. Instead, a pudgy turkey with a sharp beak dive bombed him, pecking at his ears. Others joined in, attacking the entire team. The turkeys also attacked the toads, swallowing them whole. 

Neil pointed the fingers of his right hand at the closest turkey and fired a laser straight into its beak. It squawked and veered away.

“Almost there,” Nico called over the tradutor. “A little south of where we started.”

Neil modified his course, stumbling as his foot hit a root poking up from the ground. He just maintained his balance. 

Up ahead loomed a sequoia with a massive hole in the center, so that it served as a tunnel. Through it, he could make out what had to be the grove. Amber, maroon, and purple leaves adorned aspen trees that huddled together like monks at prayer.

Arielle and Devika reached the grove first. Arielle landed the scooter and they both hopped off. Jiro and Eris weren’t far behind. Neil reached the path heading through the sequoia, his lungs burning. He paused to check on Anand and Dirk. At that moment several of the turkeys attacked the pair and their scooter ploughed into the ground, sending both boys toppling over the handlebars. The toads swarmed over their legs and torsos and covered the turkeys.

Neil ran back to help, afraid to shoot lest he hit one of them. To his relief, both boys sprang back to their feet, shedding the toads. But the turkeys were gone. The boys ran, eyes wild. Neil tried to cover them, but it was like fighting off a tidal wave with a water pistol. Nevertheless, it was enough for Anand and Dirk to stay ahead.

It took all Neil’s willpower to stand pat and wait for the pair to catch up. He feared being covered by the toads himself, unable to fight free as poison was injected into his body from a thousand glistening needles. His skin itched but he stood his ground until Anand and Dirk reached him, the toads close. 

“Are you okay?” Neil asked as he directed them toward the grove and took off. 

“Yes,” Anand replied as they ran. “Don’t think they pierced our suits.”

A thump against Neil’s back sent a chill through him. He’d been hit; he was sure of it. But there was no follow-on sting. “Faster,” he ordered, not liking the panicked tone in his voice.

Up ahead, Nico beamed from the safety of the grove. Neil wondered why he’d thought Nico’s sims were a good idea. Between this and the invisible Pandirus in the flying Venice sim, Nico was clearly unbalanced.

Panting, Neil leapt between two trunks into the grove. He kept running until he reached a small pond. Anand and Dirk followed a couple of steps behind him. The others watched the toads, which had ground to a halt beyond the perimeter. None entered the grove. They moved around the sides, as if to surround the place; lay siege to it. That was fine with him.

Neil turned around and shot Nico in the back, lighting up his suit target.

“What?” Nico asked.

Neil glared at him. “Are we safe?”

Nico stabbed a finger at the toads outside the grove. “They’re programmed not to enter. The trees might as well be fortress walls.”

Anand moved over to the edge of the grove, inspecting the toads, which hopped more urgently at his proximity. “Too bad these aren’t real. Can you imagine one in Sergeant Terror’s chair before she sat on it?” When Eris and Trini gave him horrified looks, he quickly amended. “I’d have an antidote on hand. A joke only. I don’t want to hurt her.”

“I can imagine her giving you detention in which you have to walk barefoot across a bed of hot coals because of it,” Devika replied sweetly.

Chest heaving in an effort to catch his breath, Neil plopped to the ground beside the small pool. The blue-green water was clear all the way to the sandy bottom. Neil rose to his knees and shuffled closer. The air smelled damp, as if it would soon rain. He dipped his hands down into the pool and drew up the ice-cold water. When he took a drink, it tasted refreshing, but upon swallowing, he found it disappeared upon reaching his throat. He snorted in annoyance. 

Sim. Of course. 

It would be the same if he tried to eat anything. He’d get the taste—the sim could deceive his senses—but it wouldn’t fill him. Thankfully, he wasn’t parched. If he had been, he might’ve killed Nico over it.

“Neil!” Arielle shouted.

Neil twisted back to see her pointing beyond him, her eyes wide. In the middle of the pond, a round bubble the size of a carving pumpkin had emerged on the surface. It glided toward him. Six others joined it.

He jumped to his feet and retreated a few paces, shoulders tensing. “What are they?”

Nico hurried over to join him. “They’re harmless. Touch one.”

Neil shook his head. “Not a chance.”

“It’s okay,” Nico said. “I promise, you’ve nothing to worry about. Check them out.”

Everyone crowded around, though no one stepped into the water. The bubbles, now nearly as tall as Neil, paused at the pool’s edge.

“Come on guys, someone has to have a spine,” Nico huffed.

Since the bubbles had stopped moving, Neil leaned in a little closer to inspect one. It wasn’t quite a bubble. Rather a sphere of water. Neil reached cautiously with a finger and tapped it. The bubble burst, dousing him.

As Neil wiped his face, the sounds of several water balloons bursting filled his ears. All of the bubbles had exploded, dousing everyone except Nico, who laughed so hard he cried. Neil shook his hands and arms, trying to remove the excess water... and not strangle Nico.

“You’re a skunk sack,” Jiro complained.

More water bubbles expanded out of the water. Everyone retreated.

“What are they?” Dirk asked.

“Aqua bombers,” Nico replied, chest puffed out.

“Are they real?” Arielle took a couple of steps closer to examine one, but kept her arms tucked at her sides.

“As real as anything in a sim,” Nico said.

Arielle rolled her eyes. “I meant, are they based off actual aliens?”

“Oh.” Nico shrugged. “Could be. I don’t know all the aliens in the universe.”

Neil had to hand it to Nico. He was extremely creative in the handling of his sims. Crazy, but creative.

Anand and Devika grabbed Nico’s arms, having snuck up behind him.

“What are you doing?” Nico tried to pull away.

“Let’s go Space Ace.” The twins dragged him to the pool and tossed him, causing the aqua bombers to all burst a second time. Nico lurched up from beneath the water, while the team hooted and hollered.

An alarm went off. Dirk checked the wrist-comp velcroed to his left arm. “We better get going, if we’re going to get to the Space City Games Cup.”

Neil glanced at his own wrist-comp. Three hours until the start of the championship match. He’d really wanted to complete all three bases, but it had taken them forever to find the first and travel from there to the second. Now he’d need to hurry to make it home. He’d been looking forward to the cup for weeks, ever since Grandpa had informed him they had tickets. He should’ve worked with Nico on better parameters for their tasks within his setting, rather than giving him cart blanche on everything.

“Nico, it’s time to wrap this up,” Neil said.

“I can’t wait for our Games season to start,” Eris said as Nico ended the sim, leaving them all back inside the large round cages in the clean room-like facility that comprised the sim training facility.

Neil couldn’t either. After losing the Academy Games championship to Riagan last year, he’d waited all summer for revenge. He’d already circled their first match with the Taurus.

Opening the door to his large metal cage, Neil realized he was dry again. Seconds ago he’d been drenched. Amazing what the sim could fool the body into thinking was real.

His wrist-comp beeped at him, indicating a new message from Riagan. Likely an excuse for why he’d missed their first team exercise. There was also a message from Maellyn sent yesterday, promising she’d be home tomorrow. She’d spent all summer on Niveum working to cure the Apidium monkeys from an outbreak. He’d only exchanged a few messages with her since she left. The Apidium seemed to be adjusting well, so she was thrilled. But he was anxious for her return.

Pulling up Riagan’s message, Neil read. Need you ASAP. Guiman has a task for us.

A task? Right now? Better not take too long. He wasn’t missing the Cup. Grandpa had promised they had great seats.

“Guys, I’ve got to meet Riagan.” Neil started for the door.

“You two are thick as thieves,” Jiro noted. “What have you been doing all summer?”

“Just some work for my grandpa,” Neil lied. He hated lying, but there was no way anyone could know what he and Riagan were up to. It would put them all at risk.
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Chapter 2—Riagan on Guard Duty
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Riagan’s scalp sweated underneath the bald cap. He was dressed in a lightweight replica of the Dahaka’s black bone armor. And the insulated armor kept him cool. Why couldn’t the bald caps be the same? 

Headmaster Dardanos handed Riagan his replica Dahaka helmet, which only made his head hotter. Riagan had argued with Ryan Guiman over the need for the caps, since they always wore helmets, but the old man had insisted on them for their own protection. Dahaka lacked hair, so if Riagan’s helmet was ever removed, he’d be instantly exposed. He even had to cover his eyebrows.

“Are we searching for their technology base again?” Riagan asked.

Guiman clutched a staff with wrinkled hands, using it to support his weight. “The Dahaka are meeting in the great hall tonight. You’ve got guard duty at the doors. I need a report.”

Since they’d started spying for Guiman, he had mentioned other spies. However, he’d never mentioned names or introduced them. Only Guiman’s connection with Dardanos had been revealed, largely because the academy head personally led their combat training. At first, Riagan had been reluctant to train with Dardanos. The headmaster hadn’t left the most positive impression on them during their first year encounters, but the dedication he’d shown to training them over the course of the summer had gradually won him over. Neil, too.

Dardanos trained them in hand-to-hand combat; the guns hidden within their armor were a last resort since it would blow their cover. He often sparred with them at the same time, and they rarely landed a hit. When they’d started training, Riagan had thought the wheelchair would be a severe handicap for Dardanos. But after only a day of training, Riagan learned it was a shield which Dardanos deftly maneuvered to his own advantage.

A few minutes later Neil arrived, red-faced from exertion. Guiman briefed him on their assignment.

“Why tonight?” Neil complained to no one in particular. “We’ve got Cup tickets.”

Riagan gritted his teeth. How could Neil be concerned with the Games when tonight might get them closer to discovering the traitors who got Rois killed? Nothing mattered more.

“This meeting is critical to our finding out where they’ll strike next,” Guiman said. 

Neil’s shoulders slumped, but he moved to don his armor.

Guiman showed them a map of the Dahaka fortress on his wrist-comp, pointing out the great hall. “You won’t be allowed inside the council chambers, so it’ll be tricky to gather intel.”

Neil slipped on his bald cap. It automatically modified its color to match his skin tone. Helmet came last. “Let’s go.”

“Don’t forget to color your contacts,” Dardanos said.

Riagan blinked once and thought about his contacts changing to blood red; that was all it took. All Dahaka possessed blood-red eyes instead of whites. Every time Riagan and Neil prepared to travel to Siavash, Dardanos reminded them to change their contacts. Forgetting that simple detail could cost them their lives. Riagan wondered if Dardanos’ unfailing reminder was due to a sense of guilt over his failings in regard to Rois last year. Something Riagan could appreciate.

Guiman opened the door to his closet, pressed a few buttons, and a Thorne gateway—everyone called them thorneways—sprang into existence in the doorway. Composed of a black liquid that seemed to suck in all light, the thorneway dimmed the simple home.

The first time Riagan had seen one, it had terrified him. He’d imagined this obsidian gate transporting him to some hell. Only after Guiman had explained how they worked and gone through first, followed by Neil, had Riagan stepped through. Now Riagan held his breath and entered the thorneway without hesitation. Guiman had informed them that holding their breath wasn’t necessary, but it remained too instinctual to stop. 

An instantaneous shock, like static electricity, covered his entire body before he emerged in an underground tunnel on Siavash. Darkness enveloped them. The tunnel was wet and musty, with the sounds of an underground river nearby. Activating the night-vision in his contacts, Riagan headed away from the river as Neil appeared out of the thorneway. They’d traveled here numerous times over the summer. The tunnel exited into a modest cave filled with a sleeping pallet, an armory chest made of bone wrapped with a scaly hide for holding spare gear, a stove, and a wooden cabinet which held some supplies.

The Dahaka lived a sparse lifestyle, and while this cave belonged to Guiman for his spies, it didn’t deviate from that custom. Except the sleeping pallet covered a weapons cache for emergencies.

A wall of bones covered the entrance to the cave. Riagan hurried to a door in the wall and pushed his way out into the Dahaka capital, a vast cave system built into the side of a palisade, with an enormous outdoor plain surrounded by a vast bone wall. In Dahaka tradition, each cave mouth was adorned with a grand entrance built from dinosaur bones that the owning Dahaka warrior—known as an Azios—had killed. The more grandiose the entrance, the greater the Azios’ stature.

Only the Azios and their families inhabited the capital. Young Azios left their parents to live in tents on the plain beside the perimeter wall until a cave was vacated. Then the young Azios battled for the right to the vacancy. Typically, an Azios spent no more than a year or two in a tent. They either earned a cave or died trying.

Once the Azios had won his own cave, he first tore down the old bone entrance built by his predecessor, leaving it exposed. He then began constructing a new one from the bones of his own kills. Only once the entire entrance was once again covered could he court a female Dahaka. The entrance evolved as the young Azios proved his prowess, and the more grandiose, the better odds he had in finding a mate. The new mate would dye the bones to create a mural that was intended as a foretelling of their life to come.

The common Dahaka lived in villages outside the capital. Riagan didn’t understand the reasoning for this, since it left them exposed to attacks, but from what he could tell, the Azios disdained those in the villages.

Everything appeared so primitive. The kinds of technologies needed for space travel remained hidden. Most of their assignments over the summer had revolved around searching for the Dahaka ships, and Riagan knew Guiman had other spies looking, too, but Mainyu had them well hidden. As far as Riagan knew, no one had gotten close.

“Don’t waste time getting to your posts,” Guiman ordered over their tradutors.

Since Mainyu’s demise, the Azios had been consumed with duels as those with ambition, which was most everyone, tried to assume the mantle of power. And they weren’t here to draw attention. Strangely, today only a handful of the young Azios sparred among their tents. The older Azios sat around fires sharpening tusk knives or conversing in hushed tones. The mood was so out of the norm that a chill ran up Riagan’s spine. Something big was definitely on the horizon. Riagan hoped it was simply that one Azios had gained enough support to assume the mantle of leader. Perhaps they’d start to uncover the other traitors responsible for Rois’ death.

With Mainyu gone, contact had ceased between the Dahaka and the traitors on Space City; Guiman assured them there were others besides Jarl, but thus far they’d failed to discover who. It vexed Riagan to no end because rooting out the traitors was his primary motivation. But at the moment, Riagan felt whatever had the Azios in business mode had nothing to do with a new leader. Something else was at stake.

They made their way past Azios sitting around campfires and tents until they reached the great hall near the middle of the capital. The great hall possessed the largest bone entrance, easily three times the size of any individual residence. It was dyed yellow like the sun, the greatest source of power to the Dahaka. Unlike the Azios’ homes, this entrance wasn’t torn down by each new ruler. It had existed for tens of thousands of years, and depicted the Dahaka ruling the stars.

The great hall held the ruler’s quarters, a dining area where many Azios gathered to eat and drink, as well as the council chamber. This would be the first meeting in the chamber since Mainyu’s death on Mars. 

Reaching the entrance, Riagan raised a hand to open the bone door. It burst open, nearly nailing him in the face. He pulled back, Neil beside him, as an Azios marched out. The boys stood immobile, as the Dahaka stormed past them. Adult Azios paid little attention to the young in training, which is what made Neil and Riagan such valuable spies. Guiman’s adult spies kept being challenged to duels, and many of them had died.

With the Dahaka past, the boys hurried inside. A couple of cave tunnels on the left led back to Mainyu’s or the future leader’s quarters, while others on the right led to the dining hall. At the rear was the council chamber. It possessed its own yellow-dyed bone entrance. Guarding it were two young Azios.

“We’re here to relieve you of duty.” Riagan held his shoulders back and his head high while glaring at the pair in typical Azios fashion.

“Really?” the one on the left asked. “We have another couple hours?”

Neil took a menacing step toward them. “Those are our orders. Now beat it.”

They’d quickly learned that an aggressive approach made them stand out less. Speaking politely marked you as weak, and therefore in need of toughening up.

The second guard slapped the first on the shoulder. “Don’t question it. Let’s get some food.”

“Right,” the first said. They rushed toward the dining hall.

Riagan and Neil took their places. The chamber doors stood ajar, no one inside.

“Guess we’re stuck here awhile.” Riagan took a position to the right of the doors.

“Grandpa had great seats,” Neil muttered, moving to the left.

Riagan had wanted to see the Games Cup, too, but they needed to know what was happening tonight.

The next several hours dragged on until Riagan was having trouble staying awake. Periodically he’d check his wrist-comp for the time or new messages. The wait was rather dull. Many of their assignments had involved a lot of standing around. Who knew spying had a lot more moments of boredom than excitement?

He started to wonder if Guiman had been wrong about a meeting when a flood of Azios entered the great hall, streaming back to the council chamber. Several Kali joined them, the black smoke that comprised their forms gliding in. The Kali were long-time allies with the Dahaka, and Riagan had observed many Kali in his time on Siavash. Part of him feared they’d eventually run into General Stribog here, despite Dardanos’ assurances that the Kali was committed to realigning his people with Space City. Riagan still had his doubts.

Once the chamber was full, standing room only, the door was closed. No one remained in the hall, so Riagan left his post to press his ear against the door, trying to hear discussion. Everything was muffled, so Riagan paired a wireless mini-amplifier with his tradutor, expanded the range to max, and wedged it as far as he could through the bones that comprised the door.

“—steal it from the Alfar,” a Dahaka said.

“Impossible!” another scoffed.

“I’ve put a plan in place,” the first said. “Ragna, I want you and Khaeta to assemble two teams. The Kali, Chenbog and Sverog, will reveal the details when you’re within striking distance of Orestes.”

Orestes was the Alfar moon orbiting Ourania, but from everything Riagan had learned, attacking the Alfar was foolhardy. The Alfar had unrivaled defensive capabilities. No one challenged them. 

Who was the speaker? 

Riagan didn’t dare open the door. He wished their contacts had a mode that allowed them to see through bone.

“The Alfar will spot our ships well before we’re in range to attack,” a Dahaka said.

“Do you doubt me, Khaeta?” the first Dahaka asked.

“Of course not,” Khaeta replied, voice uneasy.

“The Orestes sensors will be deactivated before you’re in range,” the first Dahaka continued. “Follow the plan. Pull this off, and no one will stand against us ever again.”

“Yes, Mainyu,” Khaeta answered.

Riagan turned back to Neil, eyes wide.

“What?” Neil asked.

Mainyu couldn’t be alive. They’d killed him. He’d been there. Nothing had remained of the Dahaka leader.

“What are you two doing?” a voice demanded behind them.

Riagan and Neil spun to find two Azios approaching. Riagan tensed. They’d been caught. If there was one thing the adults punished their younger Azios for, it was rule-breaking.

Before Riagan could think how to respond, one Azios grabbed him by the neck and lifted him into the air. Choking, Riagan pounded at the Dahaka’s iron grip. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the second had Neil.

“Shouldn’t stick your eyes and ears in Azios business.” The Dahaka clapped Riagan’s temple. 

His vision blurred. A second later he was thrown into a wall. His helmet was knocked loose, exposing his jaw.

“Don’t let me catch you spying on Azios matters again.”

Riagan lay in a heap, mind muddled. The room swayed like a boat on the waves. His body ached. He tried to rise, but the Azios shoved him back down. The Dahaka stood over him a moment longer, before the pair entered the great hall.

Once they were alone again, Riagan righted his helmet and hurried over to Neil, who lay sprawled out on the ground. “We’ve got to go.” He pulled Neil’s arm, trying to help him up.

Neil groaned and made no effort to rise.

“Neil, can ya hear me? Neil?”

It took several uneasy minutes before Neil was clear-headed enough to respond. Maybe a concussion? Hopefully not much more, but Riagan couldn’t be sure. If they were anywhere else he’d try to carry Neil. But not here. Here, Neil had to move on his own before they could leave the great hall. No Azios could see Riagan helping him. As Riagan tried to get Neil alert and up, his mind raced over the revelation.

Mainyu was alive.

Riagan bit his lower lip until he tasted blood. Mainyu was in the next room, alive, and there was nothing he could do. Not when the Dahaka leader was surrounded by his Azios. All Riagan could do for now was carry the message back to Guiman.
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Chapter 3—Maellyn Departs Niveum
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Maellyn had never felt a greater sense of accomplishment in her life as when the Apidium monkeys reached their newborn-sized hands up into the clear spheres, past the tiny pink flowers, to grab the gray moths. Seeing the Apidium eat the moths made up for all of the long hours, sporadic rain showers, and jungle humidity, as well as the tremendous effort. 

Back in the simulation on Space City, it had taken her much less time to teach Harisha and the other Apidium to use the spheres for food than it took with the real ones here on Niveum. It had taken the entire summer in fact. But now the Apidium turned to the spheres routinely for food instead of hunting the black mosquitoes. For the last week the Apidium had no new cases of the disease, and Maellyn’s calculations indicated those numbers should now remain low.

“Your father will be proud,” Instructor Fintan said. The four-armed albino monkey, a Macab, offered her a canteen of water, which she gladly accepted. “Your mother would’ve been, too.”

“Thanks.” A twinge of discomfort hit Maellyn at the mention of her mother, but she covered it up with a swig of water. “You were the mastermind. All I did was train them.”

Fintan waved dismissively. “Anyone can have ideas. Ideas are worthless without someone to turn them into reality. Your hard work, both in simulation last year and here this summer, is what saved the Apidium.”

An adolescent Apidium on a nearby branch watched them, eyes trained on Maellyn’s hands. Despite its human-toddler-size, the tan monkey possessed a silver ring that circled its face and, combined with the rough, wrinkled look of its skin, made it appear elderly.

The Apidium often gathered around Maellyn and the rest of the science team during mealtime, watching for scraps. Everyone took care to avoid leaving out food. Maellyn held up her hand to the monkey to show she had nothing for it to eat. It sniffed her hand a moment before skittering away into the trees.

“To us both, then.” Maellyn raised her canteen as if toasting and took another drink.

Fintan nodded acceptance. “Now that work is done, it’s time we returned home.”

She smiled, looking forward to getting back to Space City. The school year started in a couple of days, and she had things to take care of first. Plus, she longed to see Neil. Their first and only kiss had been more than two months ago, and they’d done little more than exchange messages since. Her work here had left little time for anything else. Would things still be the same when she returned? 

Maellyn collected up her gear before making one final pass through the heart of the Apidium zone where they’d first introduced the spheres. She watched as the Apidium ate flies, picked berries, or groomed each other. She also searched for signs of any sick—unusually lethargic, self-separation from the rest, or missing patches of fur. She hadn’t spotted a new case in nearly two weeks, but the habit remained. 

Once she’d finished her route and assured herself there was nothing else she needed to do, she headed for the temporary thorneway they’d set up for transport between the jungle here on Niveum and Space City. Roughly the size of a soccer goal, the thorneway was already filled with the black, oil-like substance that indicated it was active. She’d once asked her father why they were black. His reply was that it was best to think of them as black holes. They absorbed light rather than reflected or refracted it.

Standing before the thorneway, a part of her wasn’t ready to leave. An irrational part of her feared that if she left now, all their hard work would come undone. But the Apidium were in the Macabs’ hands now. She had obligations back home.

And Neil.

A smile broke out on her face at the thought of seeing him again, and she stepped into the thorneway, emerging a second later in the round aluminum cages of the Sims facility. 

Dr. Theresa Flores stood waiting outside the cages. It was common procedure for travelers returning to Space City after extended time on an alien planet to undergo a routine checkup at the infirmary, but Maellyn hadn’t expected the lead doctor to escort her.

Maellyn opened her mouth to greet Dr. Flores when she noticed her father with a couple of Space City Councilmen: Mr. Daichi Takeda, the chief technologist, and Mr. Carl Fischer, the Space City Ambassador. They ringed Juna. The Azzaro was dressed in gray, eyes flat and full of grief. Four other Azzaro held a black box that resembled a coffin.

Maellyn opened the doors of her cage and exited. She wanted to talk to her father, but the solemn expressions on everyone’s faces made her reluctant to intrude. Instead, she sidled over to Dr. Flores. “What happened?”

Dr. Flores leaned close and whispered. “Jarl died. Juna has been granted permission to return his body to Sundara for burial.”

Maellyn inhaled sharply, sorry for Juna, though she had no sympathy for Jarl. He’d been responsible for Rois’ death after working with the Dahaka to smuggle the CME off Space City to Mars. The Dahaka had attempted to use the device to destroy Space City. It was a horrible perversion of her father’s work, which had been designed as an energy generator. 

Her anger cooled as she studied Juna’s distraught figure. The Azzaro woman had lost everything. First her son. Now her husband.

“How did he die?” Maellyn asked.

“A combination of withdrawal and grief,” Dr. Flores answered.

One of the cages had a thorneway opened up inside it. The four Azzaros, with Juna in tow, carried the black coffin through it.

“Withdrawal from what?” Maellyn asked, frowning.

“Chemical hypnosis. While imprisoned, he fell extremely ill. We had him checked out.”

Maellyn’s heart skipped a beat. “Chemical hypnosis causes addiction?” Neil hadn’t shown any withdrawal symptoms, nor expressed any issues after Jarl had injected him.

“Based on our test results, Jarl endured prolonged exposure to chemical hypnosis. Maybe for years.” Dr. Flores sighed. “He showed massive signs of withdrawal. Couple that with his learning that Jaya died due to his own actions, he gave up. Died within days.”

“What about Neil?” Maellyn asked. “He was chemically hypnotized, too.” Neil hadn’t mentioned any problems, but that would be just like a boy to hide his own physical ailments. Claim he didn’t want her to worry. Maellyn clenched her fists. If Neil was risking himself because he didn’t want her to worry, she’d—

Dr. Flores shook her head. “Neil is fine. After Jarl’s death, we gave him another thorough exam. He showed no issues. At most he’d had a couple exposures.”

Despite the reassurances, Maellyn wanted to talk with Neil herself. And if Jarl was chemically hypnotized as well, who had done it to him? Was there another traitor?

She tiptoed toward the door, thinking it best to catch up with her father later after the sendoff. But he whispered something to Juna, before moving to intercept her. “I’m glad you’re here.” He hugged her, squeezing. “I know you just got back, but I need you to travel with me.”

“Travel where?”

“To Sundara for a few days.”

Maellyn was torn. She missed him and loved their opportunities to travel together, but it had been a long summer already. “Do you really need me? I’m a mess and I’ve no clean clothes. Plus, I was hoping for a few days’ rest before classes start.”

Her father grimaced guiltily. “I’m sorry. I know it’s inconvenient, but it’s important. I already had Charlie pack a bag with clean clothes for you.”

Better Charlie, their droid butler, than her dad. Charlie had a sense of what clothes fit together thanks to years of careful training on her part.

“Okay.” Maellyn sighed. So much for seeing Neil again. 
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Chapter 4—Neil Attends New Student Orientation
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Neil, light-headed from a possible concussion, followed Riagan through the thorneway into Guiman’s home. Dried blood caked the inside of Neil’s nose. At least his helmet had provided a little shielding or the Azios’ punch would have broken his nose.

Dardanos sat at the dinner table eating. His eyes widened when he saw them and he rolled his wheelchair over to the sink. “What happened?”

“Mainyu. He’s alive,” Riagan said.

Neil stumbled and Riagan caught his arm, steadying him.

“Thanks.” Neil’s vision swam, forcing him to take a couple deep breaths to clear his head. Riagan led him to a chair at the table.

Dardanos returned with a wet rag, which he tossed to Neil. “Your orders were to listen, not get into a fight.”

Neil dabbed at his upper lip with the wet rag, frowning that Dardanos hadn’t reacted to the news. 

“Did ya hear me?” Riagan asked. “Mainyu’s alive.”

“What else did you learn?” Dardanos motioned for them to proceed with the report.

Neil lowered the rag. “You already knew?”

Riagan’s eyes widened. “You did? How?”

“We did,” Dardanos confirmed.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” Neil tossed the rag, red with blood, onto the table. 

“You aren’t privy to everything Guiman and I know,” Dardanos replied, crossing his arms. “Now would you please proceed with your report? What is Mainyu planning?”

Riagan turned red-faced, and Neil felt his own face heating. They’d busted their tails all summer long on assignment after assignment. Hiding Mainyu’s survival was lousy repayment for all their hard work. 

Grinding his teeth, Riagan responded. “Mainyu plans to attack Orestes.”

“Why?” Dardanos asked, eyebrows raised.

“Don’t know.” Riagan shrugged. “A couple of Azios noticed us.” He gestured to the bloody rag on the table.

“You got nothing else?” Dardanos brow darkened.

Neil’s vision started to swim, so he leaned back in his chair and forced himself to relax and breathe.

“There was something else... eliminating Alfar sensors or something.” Riagan pointed at the doorframe behind them. The thorneway had extinguished. “The Dahaka responsible for my sister’s death is alive. What are we doing about him?”

“Nothing for now.” Dardanos absentmindedly stroked his chin.

Riagan gaped a moment, then gritted his teeth. “Nothing?”

A bout of nausea hit Neil. He leaned forward, staring straight down at the table and swallowed, trying not to get sick.

“The Council rejected any moves against Mainyu,” Dardanos said.

“What? Why?” Riagan asked.

Neil clenched his fists and fought the desire to sleep. What would make the Council refuse to act against Mainyu after his attempted attack of Space City last year?

Dardanos leaned forward and laid a hand on Neil’s shoulder. “You don’t look good.”

Neil raised his head and shook it. “I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not fine.” Their headmaster rolled his wheelchair to the side, clearing a path to the door. “You might have a concussion. Riagan, get him to the infirmary to get checked out.”

Riagan’s lips twisted in a snarl. “Why’s the Council protecting Mainyu? Ya can’t keep this from us. We deserve to know.”

Dardanos’ eyes narrowed. “You deserve nothing. You work for us. We tell you what you need to know to accomplish the tasks we assign to you. Now get Neil to the infirmary.” He pointed at the door and it was clear they would get no further information from him.

Neil tried to think up an argument that didn’t sound childish and whiny. He came up with nothing. Riagan stormed from the house first and Neil rose to follow, a little numb and unsure if that was from his injuries or the revelations.

“By the way,” Dardanos said as Neil passed. “If you check out all right, I’d appreciate it if you sat in on the new student orientation tomorrow. Watch the exit, so we don’t have any recruits sneak out early.”

Neil flushed at that reminder. It seemed years ago, instead of one, that he, Riagan, and Rois had snuck out of their own orientation in order to see more of Space City, leading to their first and second unfortunate encounters with aliens. 

He couldn’t bring himself to answer Dardanos. He just followed Riagan out the door.

*****
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NEIL ENTERED THE AUDITORIUM for the new recruit’s orientation, feeling better after a night’s rest. The doctors had confirmed that he’d suffered a minor concussion. They’d run a few tests and sent him home. 

Now as he leaned against the back wall by the doors, he marveled that it had only been a year since he sat in here, eating lunch, having just met Riagan and Rois. At the time, his biggest concern had been getting away from his uncle.

For the first time in a long time, he found himself thinking about his uncle. What had his uncle thought after he left? Had he reported Neil’s disappearance? Had he worried about him? And to Neil’s surprise, he didn’t really care either way. He no longer hated his uncle. All the anger and resentment he’d stored up over years of abuse had dissipated without his even noticing. 

He had discovered everything he wanted aboard Space City. Beheld wonders he never imagined when he was living in his uncle’s basement. If anything now, Neil pitied his uncle, who was so wrapped up in past losses that he never dared to look forward and dream. That day in the recruiter’s office, Neil knew he’d been stupid and scared with his fake ID. But if he’d let fear hold him back, he’d never have set foot in space, nor met Maellyn, Riagan, or the rest of his friends. Never set foot on Mars.

The new recruits trickled in, most whispering in excited packs, eyes and mouths wide as children visiting a zoo for the first time. Others were quiet, hunched in on themselves, awed and a little fearful. Neil wanted to reassure them they had no reason to worry. That this place would prove more amazing than their wildest dreams. He also wondered if he had looked like that last year.

Instructor Shilah Nez stepped up to the microphone wearing his formal uniform, blue buttoned-down shirt with a Space City logo and his nameplate on his left breast, along with insignias on both shoulders marking him as a Senior Master Sergeant within Space City.

“Welcome to the Space City Preparatory Academy,” Instructor Nez greeted. “This’ll be your home for the next four years. Period.”

Instructor Nez proceeded to drone on. Students wouldn’t return to Earth for the remainder of their time in the academy. Neil wanted to tell them they wouldn’t miss it. He hadn’t. There were too many amazing things to do here. But then there hadn’t been much for him to leave behind either. 

Following that was a discussion of the school’s two tenets—scientific achievement and social evolution. As he half listened, a note popped up on his wrist-comp. From Maellyn. She’d sent him a brief message yesterday saying she had to travel with her dad to Sundara and would be back in a few days. She promised to fill him in later. He pulled up her new message.

Hey Neil,

Dad has kept me busy since we arrived on Sundara yesterday. We helped Juna transport Jarl’s body back for burial. 

The reminder of Jarl’s death brought him both sadness and relief. Jarl had chemically hypnotized him to wipe his memory. The knowledge that he’d lost memories both scared and angered him. Yet Jarl had only done so because he’d been under a chemical hypnosis as well. The Azzaro had suffered a lot more loss than a few memories.

Neil read on.

He died from a withdrawal due to a chemical hypnosis addiction. Apparently, he’d been dosed for years. Have you been feeling any side effects yourself?

The question caused his breath to catch in his throat. He hadn’t noticed any side effects, and the doctors had re-run tests on him after Jarl’s death. But it still unsettled him.

I talked with dad. Turns out Jarl wasn’t the traitor. Well, he was, but not willfully. There must have been at least one other traitor to dose him. And likely control him.

Anyway, Dad and I are talking with Azzaro doctors and family members, trying to determine strange behavior that might help us pinpoint when and how the dosing started. Hope to be back soon.

I miss you.

Neil read through the message again while the introduction video played. Jarl might not have been a traitor. Mainyu remained alive. Had they accomplished anything on Mars? He shook his head. Of course they had. They’d prevented Space City from being incinerated, saving a lot of lives in the process. But this news presented one more unraveled piece.

A number of students fidgeted during the orientation video, and a few cast glances at him and the door. He glared back to deter them from trying to sneak out.

When the video ended, Instructor Nez returned to the stage up front. Neil huffed, wondering how long this was going to drag on. The door opened beside him and Cade limped in. He nodded in greeting.

“What are you doing here?” Neil whispered.

“I work for the Academy Monthly now,” Cade replied. “My first assignment is a piece for first years on how to acclimate themselves to the Academy and Space City.”

Neil snorted. “Does anyone read that thing?”

Cade shrugged. “They pay me to write the articles. Not to get people to read them.”

“I’m a little surprised to see you working. Didn’t you win a big race this summer? And a million pearls?” Neil didn’t know the exact exchange rate in currencies, but it was a lot of money.

Cade dipped his head, scowling. “Technically. But I didn’t get to keep the money.”

“At this time I’ll open the floor to questions,” Instructor Nez said. “I’m sure all of you have plenty.”

Cade started to type on his wrist-comp, so Neil turned his focus back to watching the new recruits. One boy raised his hand, and when Instructor Nez pointed at him, he rose timidly. 

“I heard we’re taller in space than on Earth. Is that true?” The boy stood straighter as if to prove it.

Instructor Nez smiled. “That was true during your flights here. The lack of gravity in space allows the ligaments that hold the vertebrae of your spine in place to stretch a little, adding an inch or so to your height. But here on Space City we have our own gravity.”

The boy sat down, head bowed as if embarrassed.

Another girl raised her hand and stood when called upon. “Is it true your muscles and bones get weaker in space? And you have to exercise eight hours a day to keep them strong?”

Several of the students groaned and a couple murmured to each other. Neil chuckled at their naivety.

“That also is only true without gravity.” Instructor Nez pulled a pen from his pocket, held his arm straight out and dropped the pen. It bounced off the floor. “As you can all see, we’ve got plenty on Space City. Nothing to worry about.”

“I heard some people get sick and vomit in space for no reason,” another boy said, grinning evilly at a boy next to him. “Is that because of radiation? Do they die?”

Instructor Nez shook his head. “I assure you that is not the case. Some people experience space sickness, but it is not from radiation. All ships you flew in from Earth protect you from radiation, and you are one hundred percent safe on Space City as well. Nor has there ever been a connection between radiation from the sun and space sickness.”

The boy scowled.

A new girl stood. Tall for her age. Taller than Neil himself. “Do people age slower in space?”

Neil snickered. Kids would believe anything.

But Instructor Nez surprised him. “Technically that was true while in Earth’s orbit.”

Neil gawked. Instructor Nez had to be joking.

“If you lived in Earth’s orbit and had a sibling living on Earth,” Nez grinned as if preparing a joke, “―after fifteen hundred years you’d have aged one second less than your sibling.”

Neil chuckled to himself. The girl glowered in disappointment as she sat down, while a companion next to her grinned smugly.

“All right everyone,” Instructor Nez raised his voice so everyone would hear him. “If you’ll form four lines in front of Instructors Aldrin and Glenn, and Team Captains Hardin and Gilbright, they will lead you to your dorms and get you settled in.” The four moved to Nez’s side.

Neil pushed open the door to exit. “Got everything you needed?” he asked Cade.

Cade finished typing on his wrist-comp and put it away. “Got enough.” He followed Neil outside.

*****
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NEIL EXITED THE ACADEMY main office planning to find Riagan. He hadn’t returned to their dorm the previous night after their mission to Siavash.

In a corner of the quad at the center of campus, a boisterous crowd of students gathered around the flagpoles from which the Space City and academy banners normally hung. Neil hadn’t seen this many students crowded in one place since—

Brow furrowing, he marched over and pushed his way through to the center. Caleb Thornton and Adrien Laroque stood on the mini hills next to the flagpoles, running a pair of new silver explorer uniforms up the line toward the mini-booster-like rockets at the top. A couple of young recruits, dressed in jester costumes, helplessly watched the prank, no idea the rockets did nothing more than shoot sparks. Faces red with humiliation, the recruits fidgeted under the jeers from the crowd, and were sweating themselves to death in the jester costumes in this late August heat; sometimes Neil wished Space City didn’t do such a good job of imitating Earth seasons.

A few paces off to the side from Caleb and Adrien, Patrick Duffy observed the proceedings with a smarmy grin. Up to their old pranks as usual.

Clenching his jaw, Neil stomped over to Adrien until the sallow boy retreated.

“Still think harassing defenseless recruits is cool, huh?” Neil snarled at Caleb. He pulled the clothes down from the flagpole Adrien had abandoned. He hoped his words also shamed the crowd.

Caleb shrugged, smirking. “It’s a harmless gag.”

“Oh yeah,” Neil tossed the uniform to one of the recruits, “—stealing uniforms from flobs who haven’t been here a day is great fun. Especially if you humiliate them in front of the entire student body.”

Some in the crowd booed.

Patrick blushed. “You’re right. This is juvenile.” He pushed Caleb back from the second flagpole and pulled down the other uniform, returning it to the other nervous recruit who mumbled thanks and hurried off, likely to get out of the jester costume as quickly as he could.

For a second Neil stared at Patrick, forgetting what else he’d intended to say. What was Patrick planning?

Caleb looked disgusted at Patrick. “I can’t believe you’re siding with him.” Caleb jabbed a finger in Neil’s direction. “What happened to you?”

Shaking his head, Patrick said, “It’s childish. It’s beneath us. Let it go.”

Neil blinked. Was this some plan on Patrick’s part to throw everyone off before he pulled a bigger prank? But Neil didn’t have the time to dwell on it. He had more important matters to attend to, so he pushed on past the dispersing crowd. 

“Neil, wait up,” Patrick called after him.

But Neil picked up his pace, ignoring him. Patrick grabbed his shoulder.

Neil spun, bracing himself. “What do you want?”

Patrick backed up a step, as if he’d been punched. He dropped his gaze to the ground. “I... never got to thank you for saving my life on Mars.”

Neil gaped at him, too stunned to respond.

Brow creased, Patrick looked up. “If...If it weren’t for you, I’d be dead.”

Studying the courtyard, Neil searched for a trap. But no one was close by. Just Patrick shifting from foot to foot.

After another moment’s hesitation, Neil said, “You’re welcome.”

Patrick relaxed, a tentative smile crossing his features. “I know I pulled a lot of cruel tricks on you guys last year. But I want you to know I’m done with all that.”

“Didn’t seem that way five minutes ago.” Neil jabbed a finger back toward the flagpoles.

Patrick’s smile faded and his eyes dropped back to the ground. “I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“Right.” Neil rolled his eyes. “That wasn’t you I saw grinning away while Caleb preyed on the new recruits?”

“Look, I said I was sorry. It was a mistake.”

Neil wagged a finger at him. “You might think you’re different. But you’re the same old Patrick. Willing to hurt others for your enjoyment.”

Patrick stood there, shoulders slumped, not arguing.

But Neil wasn’t done. “I’m not the one you hurt. You owe your apologies to those new recruits.” He spun on his heel, too angry to say more. 

Thankfully, Patrick didn’t follow.
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Chapter 5—Riagan’s Lesson
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Riagan spotted Guiman working in the gardens outside the spaceport. The old man pulled weeds from around the roses, his staff propped against the bed wall. Those roses were bioengineered to change color in the presence of certain toxins or radiation. It was the reason the garden was built right outside the spaceport. Any incoming visitors would have to pass through the garden, thereby revealing if they tried to sneak any harmful pollutant onboard. Riagan had never considered it before, but as the gardener, Guiman had to be involved in monitoring this.

The garden did serve as a convenient place for Guiman to meet with his spies. They could speak freely without being overheard. In addition to weeding, pruning trees, and picking fruits, Guiman’s androids scanned daily for recording devices to ensure the garden was clean.

Today, Riagan hadn’t come to talk. He was tired of talking, spying, and training. 

Mainyu was alive. 

Rois was dead. 

Riagan couldn’t accept that. 

He didn’t ask Guiman how they were going to handle the threat. The Council had prohibited action against the Dahaka. Instead, with the old man preoccupied, Riagan made his way across campus to Guiman’s home and slipped inside. He had his own plan. A simple one.

He activated the thorneway in the closet doorway. Inky darkness rose into place. This would be his first trip alone, but he didn't hesitate. He darted through to Siavash.

In the darkened tunnel he activated his night vision contacts. After proceeding a few steps, he remembered he had to deactivate the thorneway. It was a task Neil typically handled. Riagan backtracked to the thorneway and slid back the panel covering the controls. The panel was camouflaged to blend in with the tunnel walls, while the thorneway was activated within an old storage room, long since abandoned.

He made his way toward the cave entrance. As he did, he fought to contain the adrenaline rush. Ever since becoming a spy, he’d longed for the opportunity to take down someone involved in Rois' death. He’d thought they’d already gotten the main one responsible, but now he knew they’d failed.

As he made his way, he remembered Guiman’s mantra—emotion has no use to a spy. It clouds the mind. It clouds judgment. Riagan knew he couldn’t afford any missteps with Mainyu, so he took the time to breathe deeply and calm himself.

He marched into the cave and over to the armory chest. He retrieved imitation Dahaka gear. After donning the armor, he moved to the pallet and raised it against the wall, revealing the hidden weapons cache. The light grenades would be the easiest to carry, and he hid four in the disguised slots within the armor. It was time.

A part of Riagan wished Neil was here with him. But since Guiman and Dardanos hadn’t sanctioned this plan, Neil wouldn’t have come. He’d have protested Riagan coming, insisting they wait for Guiman to develop a plan. Neil wanted to help avenge Rois, felt a responsibility to do so, but not without Guiman’s permission. He would follow the rules.

The entire grounds were filled with Azios sparring under a noon sun; everything back to normal. The salty tang of sweat filled Riagan’s nostrils, so that he wished their helmets came with scent filters. The Azios were dressed in little more than shorts, their traditional black armor reserved for actual battles or those on duty. Not that the lack of armor made them less threatening. All Azios were heavily-muscled giants. Powdery-white bodies rippled and flexed as they attacked each other with hands, feet, and claws from animals they'd killed. They slashed and cut with knives made from bone. More than a little blood was spilt, and scars covered them all.

Yet it was their crimson eyes that unsettled Riagan. Without those eyes, the Azios might be mistaken for albinos on steroids. With them, the Azios appeared downright demonic. Riagan got chills standing alone among them, his nerves fraying like a rabbit encircled by ravenous polar bears.

The armor he wore indicated he was on duty. No one should bother him. Emotion has no use to a spy. He strode forward toward the great hall. He would hide in the dining area until Mainyu’s quarters were empty. Then he would sneak in and plant the light grenades around the room, along with a tiny camera. Once he confirmed Mainyu’s presence, he’d blow the grenades.

“You, hold,” a voice shouted.

Riagan pressed onward, trying to look rushed. The speaker couldn’t mean him.

“Why do you flee?” the voice asked.

Riagan halted, grinding his teeth. If he ignored the question, everyone would think he was running away. Brand him a coward. He didn’t need this distraction but couldn’t proceed without drawing even more undue attention. 

Riagan spun on his heels. This Azios also wore full armor. Riagan wondered how he hadn’t noticed him before among the rest. The Azios had a good fifty pounds on him.

“I'm on orders from Ragna.” Riagan clenched his fists and straightened his back, evenly meeting the Azios’ gaze.

“Why aren’t your eyes red?”

Riagan swore to himself and blinked to activate the contacts. “I don’t know what ye talking about.”

The Azios narrowed its eyes, but said nothing. Others were starting to take notice. It was time to get going.

Letting annoyance seep into his voice, Riagan asked, “I’ll just let Ragna know ya delay his messengers.” He hoped that would be the end of it.

For an answer, the Azios grabbed a six-inch tusk from his waist and tossed it to the ground between them. “I challenge you.”

Riagan’s mouth went dry. Why was this Azios challenging him when he was clearly on duty? They both were. He hadn’t given any provocation.

“Why don’t you pick up the knife?” The Azios asked. “Are
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