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      Novus screamed across the sky, the ship settling into orbit around Anastasia. Scared Truth rushed through the corridors seeking safe places to rest. Chair Deelia watched through the window as the size of the red planet below shrunk.

      “Chair, we’ve achieved orbit. Ready to drop from main power,” a Truth engineer called through the room’s speaker.

      “Make it so,” she said without turning from the window.

      Eron and Nagi were trapped in the room with Truth and CDL forces as the ship broke free from the ground only moments before. They huddled with the rest of the room’s occupants around the bank of windows that once overlooked the underground cavern housing Novus. Now they were high above the planet.

      “Nagi, what just happened? How did this—” Eron asked.

      “It happened because we needed it to. This ship, the largest Earth vessel ever built, was designed for such a thing. Do not be surprised. Only be scared we had to do it,” Deelia said over her shoulder.

      “I meant no disrespect, Chair. It’s just an amazing sight,” Eron replied. The glass felt cold when he leaned against it. The vast emptiness of space unfolded all around them, dominated by a large red sun and their planet below; the moon visible on the far side.

      “Chair Deelia, what’s to become of us now?” Nagi asked. The quiet awe of their current situation brought his thoughts to his family and the Truth. “Can I reunite with my family now?”

      “Scout Nagi, I sympathize with your desire to once again embrace your family, and you will soon, but we must first discuss the predicament of our people. Of all people on Anastasia. Everyone,” she said, turning from the window. “Will you please excuse us for the time being? Director Bowen, Scout Nagi, and…Eron, is it? Please remain here with me.”

      A young male Truth leaned close to Chair Deelia and whispered something Eron couldn’t hear.

      “No, I’ll be fine,” she said. The Truth bowed his head and left with the rest.

      “It is time we make preparations for what’s to come. Indeed, Director Bowen and I have discussed this possibility for quite some time. It seems the ADF has forced our hand. Please, gentleman, have a seat.” Deelia gestured to the table and they sat.

      “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but Chair Deelia, I’d really like to find my family. It’s been so long, and I fear they might be dead. May I ask leave to find them?” Nagi asked. Eron placed a hand on his brother’s large black-furred arm.

      “It’s ok, Brother, they’re safe,” Eron said.

      “Scout Nagi, you will have ample time to reconnect once we are done here. I know I’ve cleared you of this calamity, but need I remind you that many still blame you for this mess? You will stay here until we are done discussing our plans.”

      “But Chair, I’m only a scout! How is my presence here justified? Shouldn’t someone who knows better be in my place? I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, but I don’t see how I fit in with all this.”

      Eron nodded. “I agree, Chair Deelia. Why am I here? I’m nothing more than a boy fortunate enough to have survived the Selection.”

      Deelia closed her eyes and drew in a deep, raspy breath. When she exhaled, she peered at the brothers.

      “I’ve been following the both of you for some time now. I’ve observed your actions. I’ve witnessed your unselfish desire to help others. Eron, you’ve done so much for us already without even knowing it. It’s time I allow you to be yourself and do what you do best—put others first. And you, Scout Nagi. You’ve been loyal from the moment you first entered the ranks of the Truth. Together, the two of you are the perfect union of Truth and Anastasians.

      “True, I have Director Bowen at my side, but you two represent something more, something we must achieve—harmony. We must resist the queen. Her time is over. The Truth must do what we should’ve done a long time ago. You two are vital to our success. I know it’s difficult to understand, but don’t discount your value to the cause. Can I count on you?”

      Eron looked to Nagi, and together they turned to Deelia.

      “Chair Deelia, you have my support. Whatever I can do⁠—”

      “Whatever we can do,” Nagi interrupted. Eron turned to him.

      “Sorry, I didn’t want to speak for you. Whatever we can do, we’re here for the Truth. We’re here for Anastasia. I pledge myself to your cause. We pledge ourselves to your cause.”

      “We don’t have much time. The ADF is quickly marshaling their forces for an all-out ground attack. We must hurry!” Director Bowen said.

      “Scout Nagi, I want you to gather what able-bodied men we have on board and bring them to the athletic training facility on deck three. Once there, we’ll arrange our forces carefully under the guidance of Director Bowen. The Truth don’t have much expertise in military matters, so we will rely on him to prepare us for war. This is not a time for timidity. It is a time for action,” Deelia said.

      “But my family?” he protested.

      Eron thought of his niece and nephew and wanted to see his brother reunite with them.

      “Go to them, Nagi. You have until tomorrow afternoon to begin gathering the forces. Take Eron with you now. Make sure he’s acquainted with the Truth. And get him something else to wear. I don’t want any of our people thinking he’s aligned with the enemy!”

      Eron stood first. “Thank you, Chair, we will do our best for what must come.”

      “Thank you for the opportunity to gather my family. I’ll be on my way,” Nagi said, standing next to his brother.

      “Oh, Scout Nagi. One more thing. The other scout with you…Gar, is it? You must find him. I fear he doesn’t appear on any records, and I’d like to speak with him.”

      “Of course, Chair. I know he’s on board. We were separated before coming to Novus. I thought he was in the forest, but I did catch him on the monitors in the control room. He’s here somewhere. I’ll find him and send him to you.”

      “Thank you both for your service. What we must do will not be easy and it will test our limits, but it must be done. We have to win at all costs. I fear many of our people might not be willing to pay that price. I need you. Both of you.”

      Chair Deelia turned from the brothers and spoke to Director Bowen in hushed words.

      “Come on, Nagi, let’s get your family.” The brothers left the room, Eron chancing one long look out the window at the black vastness outside.
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      Eron followed Nagi through the corridors of Novus, marveling at the technological complexity of such a machine. When he was in Rippon, he’d never guessed such technology existed on Anastasia. They were purposely left in the dark, not only by the queen and the Anastasian Defense Force, but the Truth as well. Why so much deceit? he wondered as they rushed toward the elevator.

      “Come on, Eron, they’re so close now! It’s been too long.”

      “It has. I’ve missed you, Nagi. For the longest time, I thought you were dead. Then, when you pushed me away at the Selection…why didn’t you bring me with you? Why make me go through all I did? You would’ve saved me such heartache.”

      Nagi stopped and nudged Eron to the side of the corridor. “Listen, I’m so sorry about that. I thought I knew better. I thought if you were to infiltrate the ADF, we’d stand a better chance of shutting down the Selection. I didn’t realize what you’d be getting into. Yes, I could’ve brought you with me to Freedom, but I hoped you’d have a chance to meet up with Mina, and then we’d all reunite. I was wrong. I wanted you to come to the Truth on your own, not forced like most of us.”

      “I would’ve understood. I’m not dumb. I’m capable of figuring things out. You know that.”

      “I’m sorry. I truly am. The transition from scared boy to knowledgeable Truth was difficult for me. I was looking out for you.”

      “Whatever. We’re together now. We can fight side by side.” Eron brushed his brother’s arm off him and continued toward the elevator.

      Finding Timo alive was shocking in the most pleasant way. Realizing he’d been hiding underground with a new society and a new family hurt much more. After all they’d been through in the colony, only to experience a new, wonderful life that he hid from Eron stung. He expected that from his father, but not Timo.

      “If it’s any consolation to you, soon you’ll be part of the Truth. Your body will react the same as mine, the same as any human body does once it’s away from the colonies.”

      “How does that give me any help?” Eron asked. The doors to the elevator closed, whisking a carload of Truth down to their destination. He slammed his fist on the down button and waited for the next one.

      “I just thought maybe you’d understand. Me, that is. The process is reversible.”

      Eron leaned against the wall, cocking his head, and furrowing his brows.

      “What?” Nagi asked.

      “Reversible? I remember reading about it at the barracks library. I uncovered a report from an early colonist detailing how their bodies changed, yet once they were in proximity to a local mineral or stone, the effects were reversed.”

      “Indeed, they are,” a voice behind Nagi said. Both boys turned.

      “Director Bowen,” Nagi said. “Are you saying the Truth can turn back to their original human form because of a rock?”

      “In a way, yes. You see this?” he said, pulling a necklace from under his uniform. A thin slice of white stone set in metal was attached to a thick leather cord, most likely made from buff hide.

      “What is that?” Eron asked.

      “This is terracite. It’s found only on Anastasia. Completely by accident, the CDL discovered its unique properties. All our people carry one of these. It keeps us from turning into the Truth…not that there’s anything wrong with that. We believe in having the choice, that’s all.” He stuffed the necklace back under his shirt.

      “The colonies are old mines. You never knew this because the records were redacted by the ADF soon after they mined enough to build Beta Prime.”

      The elevator doors opened, and two Truth officers brushed past them.

      “Gentlemen,” Bowen said waving his hand toward the empty car. They entered, Nagi pressing three. “Twenty-six, please,” Bowen said.

      “The colonies are mines? For terracite?” Eron asked. He closed his eyes, trying to remember if he’d seen anything to indicate the colony was once a mine. “The walls,” he whispered.

      Bowen smiled. “Precisely. The walls around the colonies…Rippon, correct?”

      Eron nodded.

      “The walls are made from terracite. It’s what keeps your bodies from turning. Do you know the approximate time it takes for our bodies to turn like that?” He pointed to Nagi.

      The Truth answered. “About six weeks, give or take. Once you’re out in the wilderness for six weeks, hair growth appears, as well as muscular changes.”

      “And may I ask how long the Selection is?”

      Eron answered. “Thirty days. No more.” Though it had been months, he remembered every detail of his harrowing experience. A recurring pain in his leg reminded him often of the horrific event.

      “And that, my young friends, is why the Selection lasts for only thirty days. They don’t want to risk anyone turning prematurely and uncovering their ruse.”

      Eron considered Bowen’s words carefully. “But why have the Selection at all? Seems like a terrible waste of life. Wouldn’t all the extra boys be good for the ADF?”

      Nagi glared at him.

      “What? I’m not saying we should join them, but it makes sense to me that if there was a surplus of boys, the ADF would benefit from them joining their ranks. Right?”

      Director Bowen winked. “The idea of free will, right? The freedom to choose your fate; to choose your future. The queen has taken that from you. She upholds the tradition only so much as it bolsters her power. She does indeed gain new recruits from the colonies, though not as many as you’d expect. The problem of male overpopulation is perplexing, though we do know terracite plays a role in that as well. Have you been around the Truth long enough yet to see the difference?”

      “No sir, not yet,” Eron said.

      “I have, and I understand what you mean. Eron, the Truth have an equal number of males and females. We aren’t experiencing an imbalance like the rest of Anastasia. Director Bowen is right. We’re structured much more like Earth than Anastasia.”

      “It’s the terracite. Its effects are far reaching. Searching through ADF archives, we’ve discovered the original colonists were given a virus by a nefarious traitor determined to grasp power in the new world. And would you believe her name was Anastasia?”

      The elevator stopped, and the doors opened. “My floor, gentlemen. Stop by some time. I’d love to share more with you. Chair Deelia already knows all this, but the more I can share, the better. Oh, Eron. Here,” Bowen said, handing him a necklace like his own. “The choice is yours.” Bowen left the elevator and walked briskly down the corridor, the doors closing before he turned a corner.

      “Can you believe all that?” Eron asked, looking at the necklace and running his fingers over the stone.

      “If what he said was true, then everything we’ve been doing on this planet since humanity arrived has been a lie. It’s been nothing but a cover-up for a rogue colonist.”

      “The report I found in the library hinted at something like this, but not about a conspiracy. Nothing revealed the extent of this lie.”

      Nagi leaned against the wall, his face betraying his concentration. Eron said nothing, replaying Bowen’s words in his head, looking for holes in the logic.

      Several silent minutes later, the elevator chimed, and the doors opened on the third floor. “Come on Nagi, let’s find your family. Your kids are anxious to see you.” Eron placed the necklace around his neck. The brothers rushed from the elevator and down the narrow corridor.
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      Eron followed his brother through Novus as scared and anxious Truth huddled around any windows they found. Young Truth clung to their parents, pointing out at the dark vastness of space, cries of wonder and astonishment echoing in the corridor.

      “Hurry! We must find them!” Nagi said.

      “I’m right behind you. Don’t worry, we’ll catch up—” Eron crashed into a young Truth couple embracing each other as they backed away from the window.

      “Watch it!” the male Truth said.

      “Look at that!” the female Truth said, pointing at the window.

      “I don’t believe it!” her male partner replied.

      Eron apologized and followed their gaze. He forced his face to the cold window, Nagi stepping next to him.

      “Come on, Eron, we can look outside later!”

      “No, you gotta see this now! Look!”

      Nagi leaned close and gasped.

      A small two-winged ship with an elongated body screeched by the window. They saw the pilot clearly through the canopy. The ship didn’t look large enough to hold anything more than a single pilot. Several more small black ships circled Novus piloted by Truth and humans.

      “Think they’re CDL?” Eron asked.

      “Maybe. I doubt the Truth pilots are. Still, it’s hard to believe we had those ships this entire time.”

      “You think they were part of Novus? I doubt they built them recently,” Eron said.

      “I don’t know. Come on! My family is waiting. We can watch the show later!” Nagi pulled on Eron’s arm, dragging him from the window. Truth quickly filled his spot, jockeying to get the best vantage point.

      They turned a corner, and ahead to the left, Eron spotted Gunther playing with his sister at a small park.

      “Nagi, look!” he cried, pointing at the children.

      “Gunther! Gwenny!” Nagi yelled. They looked up and ran to him, knocking him over. “I’m so happy to see you!” Nagi said. Tears flowed down his dark cheeks, his large arms embracing them.

      “Uncle Eron!” Gunther said through thick fur. Eron ruffled the boy’s head.

      “Hey there, Gunther. Hey, Gwenny. Where’s your mom?”

      Gwenny’s arm shot out of the embrace, and she pointed down the long corridor.

      “Stay here, Nagi, I’ll be right back.”

      Eron loped along the corridor until he approached the door that Gwenny indicated. It was open. Inside, Balla sat on a gray chair, gripping the arms tight as though she were afraid of falling.

      “Balla?” Eron asked, startling her.

      “Eron!” She leapt from the chair and ran to him, hugging him tight. “Have you seen Nagi?”

      He led her to the hall and pointed at the mound of fur that was Nagi and the children.

      “Nagi? Nagi, is that you?” Balla ran along the corridor, other Truth barely managing to dart out of her way. Eron laughed when one older female scolded Balla for nearly knocking her to the floor.

      “Nagi!” she cried as she dropped to the floor and joined the family. Eron’s heart burst with pride at watching them together at last.

      That’s all he ever wanted with Mina. He never had the chance to make it right with her. The choice was made way before he ever entered the Selection, all because the queen needed to preserve her power. Mina’s death was on her. The queen will pay for her loss.

      “Eron, come here!” Nagi called, his head poking from the multi-colored pile of fur. Eron ran to them, smiling. A small hand pulled Eron in, the entire family loving on him.

      Scared Truth avoided the mess on the floor, sliding beside them along the wall to get to their destination.

      “Balla I’m so glad to be back!” Nagi said. The children cried, hugging their father and Balla, Eron crushed in the mix.

      “All right, all right,” Eron said. He pushed himself out of the pile and stood watching them. “Come on, there are others who’d like to use the hall.”

      Nagi stood, extending a hand for Balla, helping her up. The children clung to them, seemingly afraid of losing Nagi again.

      “Let’s finish this in our apartment,” Nagi said. Balla grabbed his hand and led them along the corridor until they were safely behind the closed door of their apartment.

      “Can you believe they raised the ship?” Nagi asked Balla.

      “I’m still getting used to the idea. I’m not comfortable up here. I wasn’t excited about being above ground, either. This is too much.”

      The lights flickered, then dimmed. An alert sounded. Something bright flashed outside the window.

      “Oh no,” Eron said. He rushed to the window and watched as particles of one of the smaller ships floated in all directions. Then, another one exploded. Several rockets shot from the planet, finding their mark with the smaller ships. “No!” Eron screamed. One of the ships was clipped on its wing and tumbled toward another, both blowing up in silent explosions.

      The alarm on Novus screeched louder. The children cried, their moment of joy suddenly turning to terror.

      “Nagi, it’s the ADF. They’ve fired on the ships! How soon before they strike Novus? We gotta do something!”

      “No! Don’t leave us again, Father!” Gunther cried.

      “Nagi, stay with us. We can’t lose you!” Balla said.

      “I know we just got here, but we have to do something. They’ll kill us all if we don’t act!” Eron said.

      Nagi held Balla close. “Don’t you think Chair Deelia and Director Bowen have this under control? They’re in charge, not us.”

      “Nagi, come on! If I’ve learned anything since the Selection, it’s that if I can help, I should.”

      “Go on. Do what you think is right. I’m staying with my family. Go to the control deck, find Chair Deelia or Director Bowen.”

      “But Nagi—” Eron said as another ship exploded in the dark. “Forget it. I’m going.”

      Eron rushed past his brother and family, running out the door toward the emergency stairs.

      The control deck was more than fifty floors above, but under alert, the elevators weren’t operational. He took the stairs two at a time, stopping every few floors to catch his breath. There weren’t any windows in the stairwell, so he couldn’t see if any more of the smaller ships were destroyed. Near the twentieth floor, a large vibration rattled the ship’s side, no doubt a close rocket explosion. He ran faster upstairs, hoping to find it still there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Queen Anastasia, the fifth of her name, sat in the rear guard protected by her personal bodyguard. The Anastasian Defense Force fanned out in front of her on Fenix Plain, north of her capital Beta Prime. Hundreds of squads held formation, neat straight lines separating them.

      A private from the communications corps approached Anastasia, bowing to her.

      “Rise, Private.”

      “My Queen, the rocket strikes have worked. Many of their small craft have been destroyed. The word from General Zatar is complete victory is at hand.”

      “What of their ship? Have we damaged Novus at all?”

      “No, ma’am. It’s secure so far.”

      “Good. Tell General Zatar I want that ship intact! I don’t care how he does it, but we will have it for ourselves. Those animals do not belong in possession of that technology. The sooner we acquire it, the sooner we end this.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I will forward the message.” The private left in a flurry, his hat nearly falling off in his haste.

      “My Queen, do you feel safe out here?” one of her personal guards asked.

      “Sar, I appreciate your concern, however the enemy doesn’t seem to know what to do, and they’ve yet to counter our offensive. I’m perfectly safe where I am.”

      Sar sighed. “As you wish, My Queen. I’d feel better if you were in your tower, away from all this.”

      Anastasia gently lifted his blue chin. “Sar, the day I hide from my enemies is the day I’m dead. I refuse to cower at the slightest instance of trouble. Since we’ve yet to encounter any resistance, I’d say I’m in the safest place I could be. Don’t you agree?”

      Sar’s eyes lit with understanding. “Yes, My Queen. Your truth cannot be contradicted.”

      “Thank you, Sar.” She let go of his chin and dismissed him.

      “Private!” she called, and the lanky boy who moments earlier shared the results of the offensive came running to her. He bowed.

      “Get up. That’s not necessary every time you approach me.”

      “Yes, My Queen?”

      “Send a message to General Zatar. Ask him if he’s had any contact with our man inside the ship.”

      The private scrunched his face. “Our man, Your Highness?”

      “Go, now! The general knows what I mean.”

      “Yes ma’am.” The private ran to his comms station and relayed the message. Minutes later, he returned. He moved to bow, but stood straight.

      “Your Highness, General Zatar says he’s not had contact with our man since soon after the rockets fired. He still has a lock on the beacon and suspects they don’t know who he is and who has the beacon.”

      “Excellent. Thank you, Private, that is all.”

      He bowed and ran back to the comms station to her right.

      The shelling continued for several hours, rockets firing from small batteries placed strategically among the squads on the plain. Each battery was manned by a warrant officer in charge of the weapon and a protective detail of eight other soldiers.

      The queen watched as rocket after rocket shot high in the air, breaching the planet’s atmosphere, and going out of sight. Men cheered as targets were destroyed. Flaming debris rained from the sky.

      What a pity to lose all that technology. Once we have their ship, never again will we be subject to the uprising Forgotten, those awful creatures, the queen thought. She shuddered, picturing the grotesque human mutations.

      “Sar,” she called, “I think it’s time to retire to the tower. Our forces are in control. Have General Zatar update me in a few hours, or if any significant change occurs.”

      Sar ran to the comms squad, discussed the queen’s commands with the private, and ordered her retinue to fall back.

      Sar’s squad led the queen and her retainers to the waiting transports. Sar held the door as Anastasia and her two most trusted attendants—Sarai and Jewel—entered the transport. He climbed into the passenger seat, ordering the driver to take them back to Beta Prime.

      An hour later, they were past the gates and moving swiftly through traffic, transports pulling over to allow them to pass. The royal tower loomed over the city, its black façade with dark tinted windows taller than any other building. The transport pulled into an underground garage with an elevator meant only for the queen and her attendants.

      Sar jumped from the car, opening the door for the queen and her ladies.

      “Thank you, Sar. Come up to the royal suite when you’re done. We’ll be waiting.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness.” He bowed and waited until the elevator doors closed before leaving with the transport.

      Once the doors closed, Anastasia sighed. “I tire of always fighting these beasts. Why is it so difficult to get them to behave?”

      “Soon, My Queen, they will know their rightful place,” Jewel said.

      “How right you are, dear.” Though Jewel was the same age as Anastasia, the queen made sure she knew whose presence she was in.

      The elevator whooshed to the top floor, the royal residence. The doors opened with a chime. Sar stood waiting with the rest of the guards.

      “My Queen, nice to see you again.” His thin blue lips curled in a smile, his green hair cut short.

      “Yes indeed, Sar, yes indeed.”
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      Two days after the shelling began, General Zatar sent an urgent message to the queen.

      “So you think this is true?” she asked. The General’s dark red face on the monitor gave no indication of his true feelings.

      “I do. At least, I think there’s some validity to the claim. I have one of my brightest combing the archives. I have no idea how this was missed, but if true, it could be the key to ending the Forgotten once and for all.”

      “Thank you, General, keep me informed.” Anastasia clicked the signal off and spun in her seat.

      “So, they claim to have a fourth ship hidden, yet even they don’t know where it is? This must be dealt with. We must find it!” Anastasia turned back to the monitor, clicking it to life.

      “Get me Sargent Ahimo,” she said to the private who answered. A few clicks later, the screen changed to an older man’s face.

      “Hello, my queen, how might I serve you?”

      “Ahimo, I’ve got a mission I need you to lead.”

      “Pardon me, Your Highness, but why me? I’ve got my hands full with all these new recruits. My presence is needed here at the barracks.”

      “Pah! One of the brightest minds on the planet is wasted by teaching little boys to act like men. You know it’s true; don’t even pretend it’s not.” Ahimo smiled, tipping his head slightly.

      “What would My Queen have me do?”

      “I need a squad to find something valuable. They need to be discreet. I will not have my military infiltrated by those traitorous CDL fighters. They’re everywhere, and I can’t trust many people. I trust you, Ahimo. I expect you’ll find a squad you trust. I expect you to be ready when I give further instructions.”

      “Do I need any specialists? Is there something I need to prepare for?”

      “Get men you can rely on; men that will remain silent no matter what they discover. Understood?”

      Ahimo saluted. “Yes, My Queen. Understood.”

      “Great. I’ll be in contact soon. Be ready, Ahimo. Your queen needs you.” She clicked the signal off.

      Finding a lost Forgotten ship would make the entire operation worthwhile. The Forgotten were a cancerous lesion on her power and they had to be dealt with, and harshly. For too long, her predecessors allowed the Forgotten to remain unchecked, hidden underground.

      Her luck changed when during the last Selection, a Forgotten was spotted near Victory Point speaking with the last survivor, a boy from Rippon named Eron. Alert guards followed the beast into the forest, refraining from killing it. In that moment, everything changed.

      They followed the Forgotten to the tunnel, which led to their first major discovery—the underground city of Freedom. She wasted no time in ordering its complete destruction and was thrilled with the reports of their success. In the rubble, they made their second great discovery.

      Communications equipment buried under molten steel gave the ADF access to the rest of the Forgotten network. Surprised by the high level of technology that the animals possessed, the queen nevertheless ordered a complete review of the equipment. Within days, the ADF had the equipment repaired and tapped into private communications between the remaining underground cities. The ADF used that intelligence to swoop in and attack Inventa. It was on its way to destroy Novus when the ship suddenly uprooted from the dark cavern and flew into near-Anastasian orbit.

      Without air support of their own, the ADF was at the mercy of whatever those dirty Forgotten wanted to do from above. The constant rocket fire from the planet surface only provided so much protection against a possible attack from Novus. Her generals pleaded with her when she was on the battlefield to let them destroy the ship, but Anastasia refused.

      “And lose that technology for good? No way!” she said to General Batla. “We must possess it. Their communications equipment far surpasses our meager system. Just imagine what other secrets that ship holds. No, we cannot destroy the ship. Not yet. I understand the risks, but we cannot take it down.”

      General Batla raised his eyebrows, his mouth open to argue.

      “General, I think we must concede this point,” General Zatar said. They looked to each, then consented to follow the queen’s lead, as she expected.

      She rose from the table, a makeshift command center under a tent near the rear of the army on Fenix Plain. The generals stood and bowed, and she took her leave.
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        * * *

      

      What Zatar told her changed everything. If they found that ship first, she’d order Novus destroyed immediately. She had to find it. Ahimo, though stuck at the barracks for longer than she’d been alive, was the perfect choice. She knew his connection to that boy, Eron, but that only helped their cause. It was because of Eron they knew about the ambush from the CDL. The beacon they planted on him when he entered as a new recruit at the barracks turned out to be more profitable than they’d ever imagined. Its signal had dropped two days back, but still gave them the intel they needed at the time.

      She also knew Ahimo’s allegiance lie with the ADF. He never gave his own son a break while training, pushing him harder than all the rest. He’d been part of the ADF far longer than most others and never disobeyed orders. When an uprising began in the barracks by Selected who thought the ADF was out of line, he personally executed all participants in front of the remaining boys. He was a man she trusted more than any other, no matter how traitorous his son and daughter had turned out.
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      “Queen Anastasia, come quick!” It was Sarai, breathless and holding the doorframe to compose herself.

      “What is it, Sarai? I’ve got a lot of work to do. The Forgotten are still alive and threatening our way of life.” Anastasia slowly rose from her chair made of the plushest gracer fur dyed a deep green.

      “The CDL, ma’am, they’re on the move!”

      “What?” Anastasia followed Sarai to the monitor where a screen showed several squads in red moving along a map.

      “When did this appear on the map?”

      “I…I don’t know, Your Highness. I saw the alert come through while you were resting. At first, I ignored it, but the alert continued for so long I couldn’t deny it any longer.”

      “You should’ve woken me earlier! This needs to be dealt with! How did this not come to our notice earlier?” Anastasia slammed her fist on the desk, shaking the monitor. “They will pay! All of them!”

      A click on the monitor and suddenly the communications private was visible. “General Zatar, now!”

      “Yes ma’am,” he replied. The screen flashed to a tent in Fenix Plain.

      “General? Zatar, where are you?” His face filled the screen.

      “My apologies, My Queen. I was just finishing our daily briefing with⁠—”

      “I don’t care what you were in the middle of! Have you heard news of the CDL squads?”

      “The what? No, I’ve been in the field all day. The rockets are still harassing the Forgotten. We’ve been able to⁠—”

      “Shut up and listen! The CDL has sent squads to the colonies. You must secure them first. Dispatch battalions to each one, secure all the men you can from the colonies for your forces, and march the women and children to Beta Prime. Destroy the colonies. All of them. I want no reminder they ever existed. If they refuse to leave or offer any resistance, wipe them out. It’s time they understood who rules their puny lives. Do I make myself clear?”

      “The colonies? What about the Forgotten? We’ve made significant progress.”

      “Zatar! Leave it in the hands of Batla. He can handle it until you get back.” Zatar scratched his head.

      “Batla, ma’am? Pardon me for questioning your judgment, but he’s not the coolest head around here. Why not⁠—”

      “Zatar, do as I say, or you’ll be the next Forgotten. Move. Now!”

      Zatar shook his head. “Yes, My Queen, as you wish.”

      She clicked off the monitor. The enormity of what was about to come shook her. Never in the history of Anastasia had the colonies come close to rebellion. They’d always been under control. If the CDL forced them out of their peaceful little lives, it would get ugly fast. Of all the times to get out of line, right when they were gaining momentum on the Forgotten…

      “The CDL,” she whispered.

      Sarai handed her a cup of kafka. “Here, drink something. You need to sit, My Queen.” She led Anastasia to a hard wooden chair usually reserved for Sarai or Jewel as they waited for her commands.

      “The CDL has gone too far with this. We should’ve destroyed them long ago. Never again.” Anastasia’s voice was calm with a hint of anger. She prided herself on restraint when it was needed most. Now was most certainly a time she needed to control her urge to obliterate any dissenting voice.

      “Sarai, bring me Sar.” Sarai hesitated. “Now!” The girl jumped and scurried along the hall toward the door where Sar waited on the other side for anything the queen should need. She ushered him in, shoving him down the hall toward Anastasia.

      “Yes, My Queen?” he bowed.

      “Sar, you were paired with a girl from Rippon, correct?”

      “Yes, My Queen. But why do you ask?” He crossed his arms, face tilted to the side.

      “And you, Sarai, you were also paired with a Selected from Rippon, were you not?”

      “Yes, My Queen. Eron, the boy you’ve been tracking. I recall him telling me at Victory Point how he expected to be paired with Mina, the girl Sar was joined to.”

      Sar laughed. “He coulda had her, for all I cared. She was an ungrateful match.” Sarai smiled, her thoughts kept to herself.

      “Did he not understand how this all works? Did he not understand I need strong people without defect?” She waved her hand dismissively. “Regardless, I think his traitorous sister has stirred
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