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I wrote this trilogy with a set of rules. Not the kind a publisher gave me — the kind I gave myself. They are printed in full at the front of Book One, and I did not break them here.

Two of them matter most for this book.

I will not forget the plumber. The people who keep the world running — the nurses, the teachers, the cleaners, the cooks, the pipe workers, the mothers — are named in these pages on purpose. A world that makes them invisible has already failed, and it failed long before anything dramatic went wrong.

I will not write violence for entertainment. Terrible things happen in this book because terrible things happen in the world. They are named. They are never shown for shock. You will know what happened without being forced to watch.

If this is the first book of mine you have picked up, you are not behind. Start here. The glossary in the back will catch you up on anything you need, and there is no shame in using it. That is how everyone learns.

— Maybelyn H. Plecic
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The Journey in 22 Breaths
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1. The most dangerous thing in a room is not the weapon. It is the information the person holding it should not have.

2. Leaving home when home is the place that broke you is an act of survival. It should not require abandoning the people you love.

3. The machine serves the crew. The crew serves the mission. The mission serves people. Break any link and the whole chain falls.

4. There was always enough. The only thing that was truly scarce was the willingness to share it.

5. Even in the most beautiful places, there are people who take instead of build. The question is always the same: which one are you?

6. Water is just water until someone decides to control who drinks it. Then it becomes a weapon.

7. A peacekeeper who makes people run is not keeping peace. They are keeping fear.

8. Trust is slow. That is why it is valuable. And that is why the people who destroy it always move faster than the people who build it.

9. The people who burned first were the ones who were placed closest to the fire. That was not an accident.

10. A problem you control is more profitable than a problem you solve. That is why some problems are never solved.

11. A child locked in the dark who refuses to stop talking is more dangerous than any army. Because she is building a record that cannot be destroyed.

12. The hull can be repaired. The family cannot. Know which one to save first.

13. The mountain does not need you. You need the mountain. Remember that, and you will live.

14. One person cannot save a city. But one person can see the pattern that saves a city — if they are paying attention.

15. You do not need eyes to see. You need attention. And attention is a choice.

16. Rest is not laziness. Rest is the body’s way of saying: I have been carrying this long enough. Let me set it down.

17. Thirteen minutes. That is the window. Some people wait for the door to open. Others become the door.

18. Extraordinary is what anger becomes when it is channeled toward something that matters.

19. They watch. I write. We will see who outlasts whom.

20. The people a society pays the least are always the people it needs the most. That is not an accident. It is a strategy.

21. The gap between knowing and feeling is the distance that keeps the world from changing. This is how we close it.

22. Someone saw me today. Not the mission. Not the journal. Me. And instead of running, I stayed.
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Content Warnings
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These warnings are placed at the beginning of this book so readers can prepare themselves. This is not weakness. It is the accessible reading principle in action — a book about healing should feel like healing to read, and preparation is the first step.

This book contains references to:

Kidnapping and captivity

Death of a spouse through violence (referenced, not shown)

Children held captive

War and military conflict

Forest fire and natural disaster

Surveillance and espionage

Miscarriage and pregnancy loss (briefly referenced)

Domestic violence and abuse (referenced through backstory)

Sexual assault survivorship (a survivor speaks, no graphic detail)

Algorithmic bias and systemic injustice

Fabricated media used as a weapon

The book also contains: ocean floating, card games, surfing wipeouts, snow angels, a comedian who tells the truth through laughter, and the belief that every person who keeps the world running deserves to be seen.

These content warnings are not spoilers. They are invitations. They say: this book will take you to difficult places, but it will not ambush you. You will know what is coming. You will have time to prepare. And the book will always — always — bring you back to hope before it lets you go.

If any of the topics listed above are part of your own story, please know: this book was written by someone who carries them too. You are not alone in these pages.
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A Note on How This Book Was Written
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This book was written to be read by anyone.

If you read quickly, the chapters are short and each one ends with a reason to turn the page. If you read slowly, the words will wait for you.

If loud worlds overwhelm you, this book was built with quiet rooms. If the page feels heavy, there is always a breath before the next hard thing and a moment of warmth after it.

If you carry things you have not told anyone — this book carries them too. Content notes are provided at the beginning so nothing ambushes you.

If you have been told that books are not for people like you — this book was written for people exactly like you.

The language is plain because clarity is kindness. The paragraphs are short because your attention is valuable. The emotions are named because nobody should have to guess what they are feeling. And the story is told with respect — for your time, your experience, and the life you are carrying while you read.

This is not a book that talks down to you. This is a book that sits beside you.
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For my husband, who loves dogs the way I love cats — differently, completely, without apology.

For my four sons — the electrician, the computer scientist, and the twins who teach me every day that strength has nothing to do with what the world calls normal.

For every person who was told their voice did not matter and picked up a pen anyway.

For the plumber nobody thanked. The nurse who stayed through the night. The teacher who was paid less than she deserved. The seamstress who fixed what others threw away. The woman who cleaned the building and was not allowed to sit in the chairs she polished.

This book is for the people the world calls small. You are the foundation. Everything else stands on you.

“The threads that bind us are stronger than the forces that divide us.”

Table of Contents — Book 2: The Earth Below

CHAPTER XVI - KIDNAPPING and Rescue Again - Diratabu

Chapter XVII - The Recovery and Renewal

Chapter XVIII - Adventure Continued

Chapter XIX - New Guests to Oceano

Chapter XX - Rest Up

Chapter XXI - Isalara

Chapter XXII - Defend Isalara

Chapter XXIII - Mirantibus and Earth Alliance

Chapter XXIV - Frewinar - The Fire

Chapter XXV - Lirana and Land Grab

Chapter XXVI - Zinuron Calamity

Chapter XXVII - Kasrar and Erinot to the Rescue

Chapter XXVIII - Kasrar from Ritarin “Mountain World”

Chapter XXIX - The Threads Hold

Chapter XXX - The Island of Mezinir

Chapter XXXI - Tropical Adventure

Chapter XXXII - Jiba and Seron Rescue Mission

Chapter XXXIII - Zinuron Rescue

Chapter XXXIV - Return to Mirantibus

Chapter XXXV - A Different Kind of Learning

Chapter XXXVI - The Empathy Bridge

Chapter XXXVII - Secret Admirer

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter XVI - Kidnapping and Rescue Again - Diratabu
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The celebration lasted three days. By the fourth morning, the music had faded, and reality had settled back in.

Diratabu was free. But freedom, Vitamae was learning, did not arrive clean. It arrived tangled with the same corruption, the same fear, the same habits that five hundred years of dictatorship had woven into the bones of the city. Two million people did not wake up the morning after liberation and suddenly trust each other. The loan sharks were still collecting debts. The gangs still controlled certain streets. The men who had enforced Shizaran’s rule for decades did not disappear when their leader was put in chains. They watched. They waited. They adapted.

Vitamae understood this. She had written about it in her journal: the system was not one man. It was a culture. And cultures do not change with the removal of a single leader. They change one decision, one person, one generation at a time.

Still, the sun was shining. The market was open. And for the first time in her life, Vitamae wanted to walk through her own neighborhood without running.

“Feel like exploring?” she asked Nitara.

“Only if I can bring my knife,” Nitara said.

Vitamae smiled. “That is fair. I do not trust the peace yet either.”

“I want to see how the neighborhood is doing,” Nitara said as they walked. “And check on Carino. I am certain he has been interrogating Adan and Tiaran since we left him.”

“They are going to need a vacation from his questions.”

Before they left, Tiaran stopped them at the ramp. She held up a small handheld scanner and passed it over each of them — forehead, chest, wrists. It took less than ten seconds.

“What is that for?” Vitamae asked.

“Precaution,” Tiaran said. “I am recording your health signatures — heartbeat, breathing, body temperature. If anything happens and I need to find you, this is how I do it.”

Nitara raised an eyebrow. “You think something will happen?”

“I think this city was run by criminals for five hundred years and the criminals did not leave when Shizaran did.” Tiaran tucked the scanner into her belt. “Go. Enjoy the market. Just know that I can find you.”

The market was slowly coming back to life. Merchants had returned to their stalls, bartering and trading with a cautious optimism that Vitamae had never seen in Diratabu. The smell was different now — woodsmoke and grilled meat and the sharp green scent of herbs that someone was growing in a makeshift garden between two stalls. A woman was selling flatbread from a clay oven, the same kind Vitamae’s mother made, and the smell hit her so hard that she stopped walking. Children walked openly between the booths, chasing each other in the dusty sunlight. Elderly people sat in doorways and told stories to anyone who would listen, their voices carrying across the street in the particular rhythm of people who had been silenced for years and were relearning the sound of their own language. The city was breathing again, not yet laughing, but breathing.

A man with one arm was selling carved wooden figures from a blanket on the ground. His work was extraordinary — birds, fish, faces, all shaped with a single hand and a knife so sharp it must have been his most prized possession. Vitamae crouched beside him and turned a carved eagle over in her hands. The wings were spread wide. The eyes looked forward. She bought it without haggling.

“For Tara,” she told Nitara. Then she stopped at another stall and found a small compass carved from bone. “And this for Adan. He already knows where he is going, but everyone deserves a reminder of how to find home.”

They moved deeper into the market, stopping at a souvenir stall in a narrow alley. Vitamae picked up a hand-painted ceramic tile, its surface glazed with the deep blue of the Diratabu sky at dusk. “Minaui would love this. And this woven bracelet for Tiaran — look at the metalwork in the clasp.”

She did not notice the two men who had been following them since they left the ship. She did not notice them switch positions each time she turned a corner, one falling back while the other moved ahead. She did not notice the third man waiting at the mouth of the alley.

They bought the gifts and stepped back into the street. Vitamae was laughing at something Nitara said when the cloth hit her face from behind. The smell was sweet and chemical and wrong. Her legs buckled. She heard Nitara gasp beside her, a sharp intake of breath cut short. Then nothing.

When they were unconscious, Krika’s men worked fast. Hands tied. Mouths gagged. Heads covered with cloth bags. They were loaded into wooden crates like cargo and carried through the back streets to a hiding place that had been prepared days in advance. The operation took less than four minutes. Nobody in the busy market noticed. In Diratabu, people disappearing was not unusual enough to warrant a second look.

Vitamae woke to darkness and the smell of rot.

Her hands were tied behind her back with rough cord that had already rubbed the skin raw. A cloth bag covered her head, stinking of oil and someone else’s sweat. Her mouth was gagged with fabric that tasted of dirt. She could feel Nitara beside her, their shoulders touching, both of them bound and blindfolded on what felt like a packed dirt floor. The air was damp and stale, thick with the smell of mildew and something metallic — old blood, she thought, and then tried not to think about it. Somewhere above them, water dripped in a slow, irregular rhythm. The walls were close. She could feel the smallness of the space in the way sound bounced back too quickly. A basement or a storage room. Underground, maybe. The temperature was cool and the silence between the drips was absolute.

For a moment, Vitamae froze. Every survival instinct from Diratabu flooded back — the paralysis, the urge to go small and silent, the old training that said compliance was the only way to stay alive.

Then she remembered something else. Adan’s voice in the cargo hold of H.O.P.E., teaching her how to break a wrist hold. The self-defense instructor in Mirantibus: “Your body belongs to you. Helplessness is not a condition. It is an absence of training.”

She was not helpless. She was tied up. Those were different things.

She nudged Nitara with her shoulder. Nitara nudged back. Awake. Alert. They could not speak, but they could feel each other thinking.

A door scraped open. Footsteps approached. The bag was yanked off Vitamae’s face and she blinked against the harsh light of a bare bulb.

Krika stood over her. He looked older than she had expected, his face weathered and bitter, the face of a man who had spent his life taking from others and calling it strength. Behind him stood four men, armed and watching.

“So you are the ones who brought the invaders.” His voice was flat and cold. “Two girls — two girls destroyed everything we built.”

He crouched and pulled a knife. Held it to Vitamae’s chin. The steel was cold. Then it was not — he drew a thin line along her jaw, just deep enough to bleed. The pain was sharp and immediate, a burning thread that ran from her chin to her ear.

He wanted her to flinch. She did not. She held his eyes and did not look away.

“How did you contact the Earth Alliance?” he asked. “Your mission was known only to the elders. Someone sent you. Someone helped you. Who?”

Vitamae could not speak through the gag, but her mind was racing. He was right about one thing: the mission had been secret. If Krika knew about it, there was a leak. A spy among the elders or the families. That information was more dangerous than the knife at her throat.

The door burst open.

It happened fast. Tara came through first, low and silent. Minaui flanked right. Adan entered from a second door that Krika’s men had not been watching. Tiaran’s scanner had tracked Vitamae and Nitara’s body signatures — their heartbeats, their breathing patterns, the unique signals every living body gives off — from the moment they vanished. She had recorded their health data as a precaution during the journey to Diratabu, and the faint signal had led them here.

Krika’s men went down one by one. No gunfire. Precise, trained strikes. It was over in less than a minute.

Adan cut the ropes. Tara pulled the gag from Vitamae’s mouth. Tiaran was already scanning both of them for injuries.

“Are you hurt?” Tara asked.

Vitamae touched her jaw. Her fingers came away red. “It is shallow. I am fine.”

“Do you know why they took you?” Adan asked.

Vitamae looked at Krika, unconscious on the floor. “He wanted to know how we contacted the Alliance. He knew our mission was secret. Which means someone told him.” She paused. “There is a spy. Someone close to us has been feeding information to Shizaran’s people.”

The room went quiet.

“That changes everything,” Adan said.

They bound Krika and his men and loaded them into C.R.I.S.O. for transfer to the temporary authorities. But Vitamae could not shake what she had learned. The kidnapping was not random violence. It was planned using inside knowledge. Someone they trusted had betrayed them.

“We need to investigate before we leave Diratabu,” Vitamae said. “If there is a mole, our families are not safe. The new government is not safe. Everything we fought for could be undone from the inside.”

Adan nodded. “Agreed. But first, let us get you both treated. You have been through enough for one day.”

Vitamae did not argue. But she wrote in her journal that night, her hand still shaking: “The knife at my throat was not the most dangerous thing in that room. The information Krika had was. Someone we trust is working against us. I do not know who. But I will find out.”
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The Earth Alliance began pulling out of Diratabu in stages. Ships departed daily, but not all at once. The Alliance understood what Vitamae had already learned: liberating a country was one day of work. Keeping it free was a generation’s. Some allied ships stayed behind to support the temporary government, train local peacekeepers, and ensure the remnants of Shizaran’s loyalists could not reclaim what they had lost.

But the investigation into the spy weighed on Vitamae more than the departure. Adan and Tiaran had quietly questioned several of the newly arrested loyalists, but none of them knew how Krika had obtained details about the secret mission. The leak was still out there. Vitamae carried that knowledge like a stone in her chest.

One evening, the two families gathered in the courtyard of Papa Morinau’s home. The Morinau and Siranao families had been neighbors for as long as Vitamae could remember. They had survived together, mourned together, and now they were facing the hardest kind of goodbye: the kind where you leave because you believe something better exists, even when leaving feels like betrayal.

“It took five hundred years to break this country,” Papa Morinau said, sitting on the low wall outside his door. “It will take all of us to rebuild it.”

“If the people let it be rebuilt,” Siranao replied. His voice was harder than usual. “The kidnapping was the last straw for me. Our daughters could have died. I will not wait for it to happen again.”

They all knew what was coming. The conversation they had been circling for days.

“We want to go back to Mirantibus,” Vitamae said. She looked at her mother as she said it. “Not to escape. To learn. To bring back what we need to help Diratabu become what it should have been.”

Mama Korisa’s eyes filled. She did not speak for a long time. Then she said, “I know. I have known since the day you came back that you would leave again.”

“Come with us,” Vitamae said. “Please.”

Papa Morinau shook his head slowly. “Not yet. This is our home. We have people here who need us. The elders are rebuilding, and your mother and I have work to do. But we will come. A month. Maybe less. We will follow you.”

The words felt final even though they were a promise. Vitamae hugged her mother and felt the familiar bones through thin fabric. She thought about the spy. About Krika’s men, still hiding in the shadows. About leaving her parents in a place where people disappeared, and nobody investigated.

“I will worry about you every day,” Vitamae whispered.

“I have been worrying about you since you were born,” Mama Korisa said. “Now it is your turn.”

Siranao had a different decision to make. Unlike the Morinaus, there was nothing holding him to Diratabu. His wife, Catamina, had been killed four years ago. Shizaran’s men had found her alone in their home while Siranao was at work. They raped her and left her to die. Siranao found her that evening, broken on the floor of the house they had built together. He had never forgiven himself for not being there. He had never stopped wanting revenge. And he had never stopped carrying the weight of a love that was stolen from him.

Catamina had been the kind of person who laughed in the middle of a drought. Who danced in the kitchen while the walls shook from distant explosions. Who looked at Siranao on the worst day of his life and said, “We are still alive. That means we still have work to do.”

He chose to travel with Adan and Tiaran on H.O.P.E. — Help, Overcome, Protect, Empower — the larger battle ship. They were closer to his age, and their quiet competence steadied him. Nitara and Carino would go with Vitamae on C.R.I.S.O. — Care, Rescue, Inform, Secure, Opportunity — the smaller rescue ship, with Tara and Minaui. Two ships, two routes, same destination.

The goodbyes happened at the landing platform in the early morning, before the heat rose from the cracked earth and turned the air to dust. The sky was the palest blue Vitamae had ever seen over Diratabu — as if the land itself was trying to look clean for the occasion.

Vitamae held her father’s hands. They were rough and calloused, the hands of a man who had worked every day of his life and never owned the result. She memorized the feel of them. Papa Morinau pressed his lips together and said, “Be brave. But also be safe. They are not the same thing.”

Her mother did not speak at all. Mama Korisa pressed her forehead against Vitamae’s — the gesture they had used since Vitamae was a child, a way of saying “I am here” when words were not enough. Vitamae could feel her mother’s breath on her face, could smell the herbs she used in cooking, could feel the slight tremor in her body. They stood like that for a long time. When they pulled apart, both of them were crying, and neither wiped their faces.

Carino hugged Siranao so hard that Siranao had to tell him to let go so he could breathe. “I will be right behind you,” Siranao said. “Do not get into too much trouble before I arrive.”

“No promises,” Carino said.

Nitara stood with her father and held his face in her hands the way he had held hers when she was small. She did not say goodbye. She said, “See you in Mirantibus.” It was not a hope. It was a command.

“I will see you in Mirantibus,” Siranao told his children. “Do not worry about me. Worry about keeping up with Tara and Minaui.”

They boarded their ships. The engines hummed. The landing platform cleared.

For a moment, both vessels hovered side by side above Diratabu — H.O.P.E. and C.R.I.S.O., massive and small, deep blue and gold, carrying two halves of the same family toward different horizons. Through the viewport, Vitamae could see H.O.P.E.’s hull gleaming in the morning sun. She knew Siranao was inside. She knew he was standing at his own viewport, watching C.R.I.S.O., watching his children leave.

Tara held position for an extra thirty seconds. Nobody asked her to. She just knew.

Then H.O.P.E. banked south toward Mirantibus, and C.R.I.S.O. banked east toward Oceano, and the two ships moved apart like hands releasing, the distance growing with every second until they were specks against opposite horizons and then gone.

Vitamae stood at the viewport and watched Diratabu shrink beneath them — the cracked earth, the low buildings, the people who were just beginning to learn what it meant to walk without fear. Somewhere down there, her parents were watching her leave. Somewhere down there, the spy was watching too.

On H.O.P.E., Siranao pressed his palm flat against the viewport glass. He could no longer see C.R.I.S.O. He could no longer see Diratabu. The world below was becoming abstract — terrain, color, distance. His children were in the air, safe, moving toward something better. His wife was in the ground, still, never moving again. And he was between them, suspended in a ship that flew, trying to figure out which direction was forward.

Tiaran appeared beside him. She did not speak. She placed her hand on the glass next to his. They stood like that for a long time, two people who understood that some silences contain more than words ever could.

Below them, Diratabu became a map. Vitamae could see the layout of the city from above — the grid of streets she had walked her entire life, the market where she bought the souvenir, the alley where Krika’s men had taken her. She could see the building where the temporary government was meeting, the landing platforms where the Alliance ships still rested, the houses where people were waking up to their first week of freedom after five centuries.

From up here, it looked small. The drought was visible — the cracked riverbeds, the brown fields, the absence of green. But so were the signs of recovery. Tiny patches of irrigated gardens. A road being repaired. A school with its doors open for the first time in years. The changes were microscopic from this altitude. But they were there. And Vitamae had learned from C.R.I.S.O.’s altitude that the view from above shows both the damage and the beginning of repair.

She pulled her gaze away from the viewport and opened her journal.

“I am leaving the place I was born to go back to the place that taught me what living looks like. I am terrified for my parents. I am terrified of the person who betrayed us. And I am more determined than I have ever been. I am not the same girl who left Diratabu the first time. That girl was running toward hope. This girl is running toward purpose.”

Carino appeared beside her at the viewport, his face lit up with the same wonder Vitamae had felt on her first flight. “Where are we going first?”

“Oceano,” Tara called from the helm. “A city under the ocean. You are going to lose your mind.”

Carino’s eyes went wide. Nitara laughed. And for the first time since the kidnapping, Vitamae smiled.
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The first evening on C.R.I.S.O. was quiet. Vitamae, Nitara, and Carino were still processing the goodbyes. Tara and Minaui gave them space, busying themselves with navigation checks and meal preparation, until the smell of cooking drew everyone to the small galley.

Vitamae noticed something about Tara and Minaui that she had not seen before. They did not just fly the ship. They maintained it. They cooked the meals. They cleaned the galley afterward. They checked the water-recycling filters, adjusted the sleeping temperature, stocked the medical supplies, and made sure every passenger had what they needed before they sat down themselves. They were pilots, yes. But they were also the crew — the people who kept the ship alive between the moments of flying. In the world Vitamae came from, pilots were admired, and the people who served the passengers were dismissed. As if the person who keeps you fed and safe and comfortable during a journey is somehow less important than the person who steers. Tara and Minaui did not see it that way. Every task on C.R.I.S.O. was done by everyone. The person who flew the ship also cleaned the galley. The person who saved your life also made your tea. There was no work that was beneath anyone — because all of it was necessary.

It was over dinner that the stories began.

“Where are you from?” Carino asked Tara, his mouth half-full of bread. “You and Minaui. You never said.”

Tara set down her cup. “A place called Volara. Islands surrounded by volcanoes. Some of them are active, some dormant, all of them dangerous.”

“You lived near volcanoes?”

“We lived among them. Eruptions were part of life. You learned to read the ground, the smell of sulfur, the way birds behaved before the pressure changed.” She paused. “I was five when Krimsani erupted. My family was on a hike. We thought we were far enough away. We were wrong.”

The galley went still.

“My father Zoni and my little brother Senorin were caught in the flow. My mother and I ran. There was nothing else we could do.” Tara’s voice was steady, but her hands had stopped moving. “My mother, Trinasi, raised me alone after that. She lives in Mirantibus now, serving as a Guardian. She turned her grief into purpose. I learned that from her.”

Carino had stopped eating. Nitara put her hand on the table near Tara’s, but did not touch it. The offer was there if Tara wanted it.

Minaui spoke next, his voice quieter than usual. “I lost both parents. My mother, Cinori, and my father, Etorine, were volcanologists. They studied Biranizin, a volcano that erupted only every decade. It woke early.” He looked at the table. “They were trapped in the field. The lava reached them before the evacuation signal reached the base camp. I was six.”

“How do you live with that?” Vitamae asked. She thought of her own parents, still in Diratabu, still in danger.

“You do not live with it,” Minaui said. “You live after it. The grief does not go away. It becomes part of the foundation you build on.” He looked at Tara. “I am grateful every day that I met Tara. We have been friends for a very long time, and I love her dearly.”

Tara’s cheeks colored. She did not look away. The warmth between them was quiet and unmistakable, the kind of bond that had been tested by years of danger and shared loss and had only grown stronger.

“I am sorry for what you both lost,” Nitara said. “You are two of the strongest people I have ever met.”

“We had no choice,” Tara said simply. “Strength was the only option that did not end in dying.”

They sat with that for a while. Then Tara smiled and pushed a plate of fruit across the table. “Enough sadness. Dessert. And then I am teaching you all a card game from Volara that will make you question everything you think you know about strategy.”

The mood lifted. Tara pulled out a deck of Volaran cards — hand-painted, the edges worn soft from years of use. The game was called Ashfall, named for the volcanic debris that was as unpredictable as the card draws. The rules were simple: build a settlement before the volcano erupted. Each player laid down resource cards — stone, water, food, shelter — and the volcano card could appear at any time, destroying whatever had been built. The strategy was in deciding when to build high and risk losing everything versus building wide and surviving with less.

Carino picked up the rules immediately and played aggressively — building tall structures that collapsed spectacularly when the volcano card appeared. He did not care. He rebuilt immediately, faster each time, laughing at his own destruction.

Nitara played the opposite — cautious, strategic, never overextending. She won the first round by having the most intact settlement when the volcano finally erupted. She won the second round the same way.

“How are you doing that?” Carino demanded.

“I am watching you. Every time you build tall, the volcano comes. So I wait for you to build tall, I build low, and then I survive your disaster.”

“That is not fair.”

“That is strategy.”

Vitamae played somewhere in between — building steadily but willing to take risks when the timing felt right. She lost the first round to Nitara and won the third by making an alliance with Tara that neither Carino nor Minaui saw coming until it was too late.

“You made a deal behind our backs!” Minaui protested.

“I made a deal in front of your faces,” Vitamae said. “You were too busy watching Carino’s towers fall to notice.”

They played for two hours. By the end, the five of them were leaning against each other, finishing each other’s sentences, arguing about rules that Tara kept inventing and Minaui kept disputing. The galley was warm and close and smelled of the spiced tea Minaui had brewed. Carino had card-paint smudges on his forehead from rubbing his face while thinking. Nitara was smiling — the genuine, unguarded smile that Vitamae had seen only a handful of times in their entire friendship.

Vitamae realized that this was what family felt like when it was chosen. Not obligated. Not inherited. Chosen. Five people from three different worlds who had decided, somewhere between the first card deal and the third round of tea, that they belonged together.

The next morning, Minaui showed them something that changed how they understood C.R.I.S.O.

He pressed a control on the helm, and the hull of the vessel shimmered. The metal exterior rippled like water and then disappeared. Through the viewport, they could see the sky outside, but when Vitamae looked at the hull from inside, it appeared to have become transparent.

“Stealth mode,” Minaui said. “The outer shell adjusts to match the surrounding light and color. From outside, we are invisible. The ship mirrors whatever is around it — sky, water, clouds, ocean floor. This is how we travel without being detected.”

“That is why nobody followed us,” Vitamae said.

“That is why nobody follows us.” Minaui toggled the stealth off, and the hull returned to its normal gold. “C.R.I.S.O. was designed for scouting and rescue. Stealth, conversion between air, water, and submarine, reinforced hull, Kevlar lining, anti-missile countermeasures. Tiaran built this ship to survive anything.”

Minaui opened a storage compartment near the helm and pulled out a set of small devices. “Standard Alliance kit,” he said. “Every crew member carries these.” He laid them on the navigation table. An earpiece — small enough to forget you were wearing it — that translated any spoken language in real time and filtered overwhelming sound for people who needed quieter environments. A wrist band that monitored health — heart rate, temperature, stress levels — and sent the data to the ship’s medical system without the wearer having to say a word. A thin visor that could project maps, messages, or navigation onto the wearer’s view of the world. And a communication pin that connected to every other pin in the crew, allowing voice contact across any distance the ship’s signal could reach.

“Every device is optional,” Minaui added. “Nobody is required to wear anything. But they are available to everyone, and they are designed for every body — adjustable for size, sensitivity, and the way each person’s senses work. The earpiece has settings for people who hear too much and people who hear too little. The visor adjusts for people who see differently. The wrist band can be worn or carried in a pocket for people who cannot have anything touching their skin.”

Carino was already sketching the devices on the table.

Vitamae studied the helm more carefully. The controls were a combination of manual inputs and AI-assisted displays. Navigation suggestions appeared on the floating map in soft blue lines — recommended routes, weather data
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