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			For you, the unifiers of our universe:

			May we work together to heal our worlds.
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			Flag: Blue
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			Strength: Innovation
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			Zodai: Stridents

			THE NINTH HOUSE: 
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			Flag: Lavender
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			THE TENTH HOUSE: 

			CAPRICORN, THE SEAGOAT CONSTELLATION

			Strength: Wisdom

			Guardian: Sage Ferez

			Flag: Brown

			Zodai: Chroniclers

			THE ELEVENTH HOUSE: 

			AQUARIUS, THE WATER BEARER CONSTELLATION

			Strength: Philosophy

			Guardian: Supreme Guardian Gortheaux the Thirty-Third

			Flag: Aqua

			Zodai: Elders

			THE TWELFTH HOUSE:

			PISCES, THE FISH CONSTELLATION

			Strength: Spirituality

			Guardian: Prophet Marinda

			Flag: Silver

			Zodai: Disciples

			THE THIRTEENTH HOUSE:

			OPHIUCHUS, THE SERPENT BEARER CONSTELLATION

			Strength: Unity

			Guardian: Master Ophiuchus

			Flag: White

			Zodai: Sires

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			WHEN I THINK OF MY brother, I hear his comforting voice.

			Stanton’s words have always been my lifeline: They have the power to soothe me, guide me, even save me from my nightmares. I especially love what I call his Stantonisms—catchy one-liners he would come up with on the spot whenever I was afraid.

			“Don’t fear what you can’t touch,” he told me the night Mom abandoned us. I used to think it was the smartest thing I’d ever heard, but now I know better.

			Everything touches us eventually.

			The day Mom left us, I stayed up late with Dad and Stan, the three of us huddled on the couch, pretending to watch the wallscreen while we waited for her to come home. At some point I must have dozed off, and Stanton probably carried me to bed. The sky was still dark when I awoke to the sound of my own scream.

			The door to my room opened, and my ten-year-old brother’s familiar voice said, “Rho, it’s okay.”

			His weight settled beside me on the mattress, and his warm hand closed around my clammy one. “You’re safe. Everything’s fine.”

			My entire body was slick with sweat, and my breaths were coming in short spurts. I could still feel the spot on my shoulder where the Maw from my nightmare sank its fangs, the same place where the real Maw had bitten Stan the week before—only in the dream, Mom didn’t swim swiftly enough to save me.

			And as the monster carried me far from my family, its eyes were no longer glow-in-the-dark red.

			They were a bottomless blue.

			“Is—is she back yet?” I whispered as I fought to free myself from the nightmare’s hold.

			Stan squeezed my fingers, but the pressure felt faint, like I hadn’t surfaced to full consciousness yet. “No.”

			“Is she . . . coming back?” I whispered even softer.

			He was quiet a long moment, and I grew fully awake as I awaited his answer. Then he slid up and rested his back against the bed’s headboard, sighing. “Want to hear a story?”

			I exhaled, too, as I nestled under the covers beside him and closed my eyes in anticipation. I’d take a Stan story over pretty much anything on the planet.

			“There once was a little girl whose name I can’t remember, so let’s call her Rho.” His comforting voice wrapped around me like a second blanket, and I felt my heartbeat finally slowing down. “Little Rho lived on a tiny planet that was about the size of Kalymnos.”

			“But how can a world be that small?”

			“Are you telling the story, or am I?”

			“Sorry,” I said quickly.

			“Let’s try this again: Rho lived alone on a very small planet, in a different galaxy where things like small planets were possible, and if you worry too much about the science, this story will end. Anyway, little Rho knew everything about her world: the name of every nar-clam, the shape of every microbe, the color of every leaf. Her home was her heart, and her heart was her home, just like Helios belongs to the Houses and the Houses belong to Helios.”

			His words painted pictures in the black space of my mind, burning up the darkness with their light. “But one day,” he went on, “a huge storm rolled through her planet, and little Rho was blown into the atmosphere, caught in a whirlwind that tossed her about the cosmos and stranded her on a strange, much larger world.”

			“But what about her home—”

			“It sounds like you don’t want to hear the rest of the story,” he said, sitting up suddenly, “so I guess I’ll just go.”

			“No, no, I’m sorry, I want to hear it,” I pleaded, tipping my head up on the pillow to stare at Stanton’s gray profile.

			“Then no more interruptions,” he warned, settling back against the headboard, and I mimed sealing my lips shut. “Anyway, she landed on a new world, and instead of the sea surrounding her, she stood on a field of feathers.”

			“Feathers?”

			“Huge feathers. They grew from the ground like grass, and they were every color and design you can imagine. When Rho walked, the feathers tickled her bare feet so she couldn’t keep from smiling with every step.”

			I squealed with laughter as something soft suddenly brushed the soles of my feet, and I curled into myself and shrieked, “Stan, stop!”

			“Yeah, she reacted just like that,” said my brother, and I could hear the ghost of a smile in his voice.

			“Only every time she laughed,” he went on, “Rho’s mind forced her mouth back down into a frown. She shouldn’t be happy, not when she was so far from her home. She had to get back. She had to be serious.”

			“Were there people on that planet who could help her?” I asked—and then I cringed as I suddenly remembered I wasn’t supposed to be asking questions.

			“Actually,” said my brother, “almost as soon as little Rho started walking across the field, she ran into someone. A purple bird that was human-sized and wore a wreath of flowers around its head.”

			“Whoa.”

			“Yeah. That’s exactly what Rho said. And then the bird spoke to her.”

			“It spoke—?” I asked, awed.

			“In a normal—if not slightly squeaky—voice, it said, ‘Welcome, friend. Why do you fight yourself?’” I giggled at Stan’s high-pitched bird impression. “Little Rho’s shock at meeting a talking purple bird turned into confusion as she considered his question, and she asked, ‘What do you mean?’

			“The bird pointed with its beak to Rho’s feet. ‘I can see the ground pleases you, yet you won’t allow yourself to feel pleased. Why do you resist the pull of the present in favor of a pain that is clearly past?’”

			“That sounds like something Mom would say,” I blurted, and then I sucked in my breath at my own boldness.

			Stan paused only a second, and in that instant it occurred to me that he probably didn’t want to sound like Mom right now.

			“Little Rho’s shoulders sagged with the weight of her sadness, and she said, ‘I’m upset because I’ve left my home, and now I don’t know how to get back.’ The bird frowned. ‘But why should that be upsetting? Every bird must leave her nest, and once she does, she can never return. The nest dissolves because she doesn’t need it anymore.’”

			A sense of unease settled in my stomach, and I went from enjoying Stan’s tale to not wanting to hear its ending. “I don’t like this story. Let’s start a new one.”

			“That’s not how life works, Rho,” murmured my brother, sounding older now that he wasn’t speaking in character. “It’s like in a game when you’re dealt a hand you don’t like, you don’t get to ask for a new one. You have to change your hand for yourself.”

			“How?”

			“By playing through it.”

			I didn’t understand what he meant because I didn’t want to try. There was only one thing I was waiting to hear from him. “Is Mom coming back?”

			He was quiet for a stretch, and in our silence his breaths grew louder, until they rose and fell in rhythm with my own. When at last he spoke, his voice was so low I barely heard it.

			“I think our nest is gone.”

			Tears spilled from my eyes because I knew my brother wouldn’t lie to me. Mom wasn’t coming back.

			Stan crushed me to his side as I cried, and he continued narrating his story in a tone as soft as my sobs. “‘That sounds like a terrible life,’ little Rho said to the bird, horrified at the thought of never seeing her home again.

			“But the bird’s beak widened as it smiled and shook its head. ‘Judging is a waste of time because most of what happens in our lives is out of our control. The only choice we get is what we do right now, with this moment. Every second is a choice we make.’”

			I sniffled as I slid my face up on his shirt, which was stained with my tears. “So little Rho can choose to smile or frown as she walks through the feathers,” I said.

			“Exactly,” said my brother. “You can get through anything, Rho. You just have to let go of your fears and keep moving forward.”

			“How?” I asked.

			He was quiet a moment, and then he said, “Don’t fear what you can’t touch.”

			I sat up a little, sounding the line out in my mind. There was something empowering about it, and I loved how neatly it declawed the monsters I couldn’t fight, like my visions and my nightmares. And I knew then that I would survive the loss of Mom because I had Stan.

			My brother was my strength, my guiding star, my anchor. It wasn’t just the times he saved me from my nightmares—it was the love and faith and patience he showed me our whole lives.

			With Stan by my side, the monsters couldn’t touch me.

			As long as my brother was safe, my fears weren’t real.
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			THIRTEEN MASKED SOLDIERS SURROUND ME in the cadaverous Cathedral on Pisces.

			Heart hammering, I search beyond their white uniforms for a sign of my friends, but no one else is here. The lights of the Zodiac constellations hang overhead, and in the center, Helios is already starting to go dark. Half the sun is swallowed in shadow.

			“Wandering Star Rhoma Grace,” says the Marad soldier directly in front of me. His greasy voice reminds me of Ambassador Charon of Scorpio. “You have been found guilty of Cowardice, Treason, and Murder. For these crimes, we sentence you to instant execution.”

			My pulse pounds as thirteen cylindrical black weapons are simultaneously trained on my chest.

			“Do you have any final words?” asks the Charon-like voice.

			I try to speak in my own defense, but my mouth won’t open. I try to run, but my legs won’t move. I try to pinch myself, but even my fingers are paralyzed. This can’t be happening—it isn’t real—they can’t touch me—

			“FIRE!” he cries.

			My scream freezes on my lips as blue lights flash from every Murmur and blast into my chest at once, the pain so agonizing it incinerates my insides.

			My body collapses to the bone floor, and the force of my fall is so strong that I blow right through the ground and get sucked down to an even deeper dimension of this hell.

			I land on a flat field of prickly black feathers that scratch at my bare feet. The charcoal clouds above me darken and swirl, like a storm could blow through any moment.

			My Lodestar suit has been replaced with a thin white dress, and the chilly air bites at my skin. A large silhouette materializes in the gray distance, and as it comes closer, the first thing I notice is it’s not human.

			Its legs are thin as sticks, and tucked into its sides are great feathery wings. Something about the birdlike creature feels familiar, like I should recognize it, but I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.

			Lightning strikes the ground, illuminating the bird-man’s features: It’s missing an eye, its wings are studded with spikes, and its beak is soaked in blood.

			I let out a high-pitched shriek right as thunder shakes the earth. Rain starts pouring down on me as I spin and run in the opposite direction.

			My feet slide on the slippery feathers, and the soaked fabric of my dress clings to my skin as a shadow falls over me. I look up to see the bird-man diving down, its talons bearing on my head—

			I roll into a ball, and the ground suddenly falls away, sloping down into a sharp descent. The lower I tumble, the faster I go, bumping my elbows, shoulders, and head on the slippery feathers again and again and again, until land runs out, and I roll into a roaring river.

			My skin stings when it slaps the water, and I gasp for breath as the current tosses me around. The bird-man’s shadow falls over me again, and I dive underwater to escape it.

			Almost immediately, the river starts to shrink until it’s too shallow to swim. When my head is in the clear, the creature’s talons reach down again, too close to evade—

			I cry out as sharp nails pierce my shoulders.

			Blood leaks out from the gashes, and it gurgles up my throat, my nerve endings searing in maddening agony until I hear my bones snap in the creature’s claws—

			And then blackness entombs me.

			

			• • •

			I blink a few times at Helios’s brightness overhead, and as my vision adjusts, I realize it’s a ceiling light.

			I’m lying on a bed, my heart racing like I’m still being chased. An incessant beeping in tune with my pulse comes into focus, and when at last my breaths start to slow, so do the mechanical chirps.

			I look down to see clear tubes sticking out of my arms, and my vitals flashing across floating holographic screens. I’m in a hospital.

			I raise my hands slowly, and my body feels heavy and sore, like I haven’t left this bed in weeks. I scan the empty room expecting to see someone. Someone important—only I can’t remember whom.

			There’s one window in the small space, and it shows a dark, starless sky. My muscles are leaden, but I need to know what’s happened. Where I am. Who survived.

			I gradually remove every needle from my veins, and I hug the armrest to pull myself up.

			As my feet drop to the icy floor, oblivion beckons in my mind, and the world grows dark for a few beats. I rest my forehead on the bed, and when I feel steadier, I straighten my crinkly white hospital gown and slowly manage to shuffle out of the room.

			Even though the shadowy hallway is empty, a prickle of unease climbs up the back of my neck, and I get the sense I’m being watched. Voices murmur somewhere nearby, and I use the metal handrail along the wall to hold myself upright as I walk in the sound’s direction.

			“Don’t know what we’ll do if she doesn’t wake up soon.”

			Hysan.

			Relief floods through me, heating my skin, and I move as swiftly as my weakened muscles can carry me. My pulse quickens as soon as I spy his golden head through the partly open doorway of an unoccupied hospital room.

			But I freeze when I see who’s with him.

			“You look exhausted,” says a statuesque Ariean with flawless bronze brown skin and long cat eyes. Skarlet Thorne.

			“That’s because I am exhausted,” he says, and the heavy exhale that follows settles like a physical weight on my heart.

			“All we needed was for her to be the face of our movement,” he continues, and there’s a lack of sunlight in his voice that makes me flash to the half-dark Helios from the Cathedral. “We had everything else covered—the strategizing, the fighting—but still she couldn’t help herself. And now the whole Zodiac is at risk just because Rho couldn’t handle her emotions.”

			My jaw drops, and my chest hollows, like I’m being drained of every good emotion I’ve ever felt.

			“I can distract you from all that,” purrs Skarlet, moving in until she’s too close to him. “I missed you last night.”

			Air hitches in my throat as her lips trail up his neck to his ear, and she says something that sounds like, “Come tonight.”

			My heart holds its beat until Hysan answers.

			“As you wish.”

			I cover my mouth so they won’t hear my gasp, and I hear her say, “What if your princess wakes up and discovers us?”

			“Rho’s the most trusting person in the Zodiac,” says Hysan, and in the dim lighting his centaur smile looks more like a cruel sneer. “She won’t suspect a thing. And if she does, all it takes is a little sweet talking, and she’s mine again.”

			I squeeze my eyes shut and rub my temples, desperately hoping I’m just hallucinating from whatever drugs they’ve pumped into me. Then I look again, just in time to see Hysan pressing up against Skarlet.

			“How about showing me what I missed last night?” he asks huskily, grabbing her by the waist and pushing her onto the countertop.

			I turn away as their mouths come together, and then I bury my face in the wall and try to swallow the impulse to cry—but when I hear Skarlet’s soft moans, I muster every lingering store of strength within me and force myself to keep moving.

			If I’m going to die, I want it to be as far from this room as possible.

			I don’t slow down until I’ve made myself nauseous. I knew Hysan wasn’t trustworthy. I should have heeded my brain’s warnings. I should have trusted my fears all along.

			The sense that I’m being watched settles over me again, and I push past my pain so I can focus on finding the others. Mathias, Brynda, and Rubi can’t be far, and I need to know where I am and how much time has passed.

			A flash of blond hair flickers around a corner, and I speed up. “Wait!” I call out, my voice scratchy and unused. “Wait for me!”

			The woman turns around, and when I see her face, I try to call for help—but my throat is too dry to make a sound.

			“The stars must like me more than I thought,” she says in the reptilian voice I remember as she raises a pistol to my chest.

			She’s me, and she’s not. . . . Even on her Cancrian face, Corinthe’s smile is still leering.

			She takes a step toward me, and I will my legs to move, but my muscles are leaden, my body betraying me. Broken chains dangle from the metal cuffs on her wrists, and I realize she’s escaped custody just as the pistol slams into my head.
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			WHEN I COME TO, I’M in a different dim hospital room, and I’m tied to a chair. Just like I was on Equinox.

			My heart revs with adrenaline, and I struggle against the chains to free myself. I stop when I see Corinthe’s face leaning into mine.

			She’s sitting beside me holding a jagged knife.

			“Didn’t want to start the girl talk until you were awake to enjoy it.” Her voice is almost gentle.

			She presses the sharp blade to my gown’s neckline and cuts down along the crinkly fabric until my chest is bare. “I thought we’d go with a different design today,” she whispers, bringing the icy metal up to my throat.

			I cry out as pain explodes through me. The knife punctures my skin and slices from my neck to my collarbone, and I start gasping for air.

			“Rising into your House has turned me into a romantic,” she croons as I suck in ragged inhales and try to fill my lungs.

			“When I’m finished, you and your Guide will have matching scars . . . and if that’s not a sign of fated love, what is?”

			My breathing is labored and high pitched as she carves down the rungs of my ribcage and reaches my stomach. I can’t scream or blink or fight. I’m frozen in my torment, my vision blurry, my thoughts swimming, the agony so complete and overwhelming that even if I survive, I know I’m not coming back from this.

			“So quiet today, Rho. . . . Aren’t you going to tell me how I’m a victim?” She pushes the blade so deep into my gut that my neck swings forward, and I vomit on my lap.

			“Aren’t you going to tell me how you still plan to plead for the acceptance of Risers?” she hisses in my ear as I hack up my insides. “How I can hurt you all I want, but you’ll still forgive me?”

			And even if I could speak, I know I couldn’t say that.

			Because if somehow I live through this, I’m going to kill Corinthe myself.

			The door abruptly bursts open, and she leaps back as Mathias storms into the room with a dozen armed Lodestars. “Arrest her!” he booms, pointing to Corinthe, who’s backed up against the wall but holding her bloodied knife out threateningly as the Zodai close in around her.

			Mathias darts over and immediately starts undoing my bonds, his square shoulders blocking everything else from view. “I’m so sorry, Rho. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

			As soon as my hands are free, I pull both halves of my gown together to cover the cuts on my chest. But when I look into his soft midnight eyes, I know he’s already seen them. We wear the same scars now.

			Before Mathias can say anything, Hysan barges into the room. “What’s happened?” he demands.

			“Corinthe escaped, but she’s been captured, and the asset has been recovered,” says Mathias, standing ramrod straight and saluting Hysan.

			Asset?

			When Hysan’s eyes land on mine, his face splits into a sun-filled smile that cuts right through the bags under his eyes and the worry lines on his forehead. His green gaze brightens as he takes my limp hand in his warm one, and even though I know better now, my skin still buzzes from his touch.

			“I missed you,” he whispers, leaning in and pressing a velvety kiss on my lips.

			His concerned boyfriend act is so convincing that I wonder whether I made up the conversation between him and Skarlet. Then I look closer, and I notice the faded red lipstick on his chin and the crescent nail marks on his neck, and I know I’m not crazy.

			“Get away from me,” I snap, scrambling toward Mathias. I look up at him and say, “Mathias, please, take me away from here. I don’t want to be anywhere near Hysan.”

			But Mathias doesn’t meet my gaze. He’s assumed his unshakable Zodai stance.

			“He doesn’t answer to you anymore,” says Hysan, the gentleness gone from his voice. “Mathias is loyal to your heart, and you gave your heart to me. You’re both mine now.”

			I shake my head and grip Mathias’s arms to try to force him to look at me. “Mathias—please—snap out of it!”

			His blue eyes finally roll down to meet mine, but his irises are now as hard as stone. “You made your choice, Rho.”

			“Don’t do this!”

			My plea goes ignored as a couple of Lodestars cuff my wrists and forcefully march me up to Hysan. “Time to deliver on all your promises,” he whispers as he leisurely runs a finger along my jawline. “You wanted to die for the Zodiac, didn’t you? I’m happy to report that after so many failed suicide missions, the stars have finally judged you worthy of a martyr’s death.”

			Our faces are inches apart, and yet I feel no warmth radiating from his golden skin. His sunny glow never looked so artificial.

			“Congratulations, my lady,” he huskily breathes into my lips. “You earned it.”

			Mathias comes up beside us, and Hysan turns to him. “After all she put you through, you deserve this more than I do.”

			“Thank you,” says Mathias, bowing his head, “but this is your right as much as mine.”

			Hysan unsheathes his ceremonial dagger. “Together then?”

			Mathias nods and holds up Corinthe’s bloodied blade—then they turn and plunge their weapons into me.

			“NO!”

			I blink, and Hysan and Mathias are gone.

			I’m still tied to the chair.

			“Welcome back,” croaks Corinthe. Her savage and unhinged smile comes into focus, and I look down to see she’s slicing lines across my abdomen.

			My shredded white gown is patterned with splotches of red blood. “What’s happening to me?” I manage to ask, my voice barely more than a breath.

			“What do you think?” she asks. “You failed. And now you’re dying.”

			Her blade digs in too far, and my eyes roll back, only this time I don’t lose consciousness—I feel my soul floating up from my body and rising to the astral plane, like I’m deeply Centered.

			The molecules of air around me transform into the slipstream where I first met Ochus, and I feel a wintry wind of warning before his monstrous form materializes.

			I endured torture for an eternity, he booms, hurling his words like hailstones, and you can’t even handle a few nightmares? You are weak—no wonder you failed the Houses.

			I—I don’t understand what’s happening, I stammer, his frigid Psynergy burning against my open wounds. Help me, please! I need to get out of here. I need to get back to where my friends are, I have to rescue Nishi—

			You are not listening—you are too late, crab! he thunders at me. The Zodiac is gone.

			It—it can’t be—

			What do you think is happening to you? he demands, his Psynergy wrapping around me like a hurricane, sending chills through my body. You have joined me in the astral plane. Our destinies were always linked, child, and now we are doomed to face forever what we destroyed.

			But I—I didn’t do anything—

			You played right into the master’s hands. The right leader would have stopped him, but you are rash, foolish, fearful—what hope was there ever that you could go up against a star and win?

			His icy hands close around my throat, and I’m infected with winter. Please! I beg him. Don’t—

			But my veins ice over, freezing my blood, and I can’t suck in any oxygen. Spots obscure my vision as I suffocate, and I’m not sure if I’m horrified or relieved that it’s all ending.

			I’m so tired of dying and reviving, dying and reviving, dying and reviving. . . . I’m ready for it to be over.

			“Oh, but I’m not,” croaks Corinthe in my ear.

			The pressure around my neck vanishes, as does the cold weather, and I blink my eyes open to find I’m back in my body. Only now I’m lying flat on my stomach.

			My back is in scorching pain, like there are live flames licking my skin. “I can’t let you die before showing you how great these scars are turning out,” says Corinthe as she carves across my shoulder blades. Her breath burns my raw skin.

			“Please,” I whisper, the fire in my body overwhelming. Water wells in my eyes, and pain presses into my mind. “Just . . . finish.”

			She laughs softly, but there’s no mirth in the mousy sound. “I’ll never be finished,” she rasps in my ear. “You’ll never escape this place. You’ll always be here with me.”

			Her blade stabs into my lower spine, and I arch up in a piercing scream. She pulls the knife out and stabs me with it again and again and again, until I can’t make any more sounds.

			Then I hear a loud knocking.

			My eyes fly open, and I gasp to find I’m no longer lying down. I’m standing upright in my dorm-pod on Elara and wearing my blue Acolyte uniform.

			“WHAT THE HELIOS IS HAPPENING TO ME?!” I shout to the room.

			The place looks exactly as it did when I saw it last—my bed is unmade, my desk is riddled with clothes I meant to put away, and a uniform identical to the one I’m wearing is draped across my chair from when I changed into my black space suit for our Drowning Diamonds concert.

			Someone knocks on my door again.

			I yank it open to find a trembling teen girl in a tattered blue uniform. Her knees are slightly bent, shoulders curved in, unkempt dark hair curtaining her features. She looks like she hasn’t bathed in months.

			First I think she’s a new monster I’ve dreamt up.

			Then I glimpse hints of her cinnamon face, and all my other fears fade from mattering.

			“Nishi?”
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			FASTER THAN A BREATH, NISHI unsheathes a dagger and shoves me against the wall, pressing the blade under my chin.

			“I’m not scared of you, demon,” she says in a guttural predator’s voice. “So do your worst.”

			Since speaking means slitting my own throat, I stay completely still, not daring to even swallow. I just stare at the flickers of amber that shine through her matted clumps of black hair.

			The terror in her eyes is so primal that she feels realer than the Hysan and Mathias I met in the hospital.

			“Say something,” she suddenly commands, pulling the knife back slightly.

			“I’m going to find you,” I say, my voice tight. “Imogen and Blaze took you away from me, but I swear I won’t rest until I—”

			“Right, you’re risking your life to save mine, and now you’re going to make me feel like scum for the horrible things I said to you on Aquarius,” she says sharply, the dagger in her hand trembling. “And for joining the Tomorrow Party. And for getting Deke killed.”

			A sob slips through her sharp-edged voice when she says his name. “Aren’t you going to tell me again how he—he was free, and his back was only turned because he was freeing me? How I should have been looking out for him—should have warned him—should have taken his place—”

			“Nish—stop! I never said any of that because it’s not true!” Tears leak from my eyes, and I wish my subconscious had generated a monstrous version of Nishi—like it did with Hysan and Mathias—instead of this broken, beaten girl.

			“None of this is your fault,” I insist, and I don’t care if she stabs me with that blade anymore. I just can’t stand seeing her this way. “Please don’t think those things, Nish. I love you and will never stop searching for you—”

			“Rho?”

			I blink at the abrupt change in her tone. Her voice has dropped about a dozen decibels, and she sounds more fearful than furious.

			“It’s me, Nish. I don’t know what’s happening or if any of this is real, but I’m trapped in some kind of nightmare. Everyone’s been awful to me, and—”

			“Oh, my Helios, it’s you!”

			Nishi throws the dagger aside and crushes me to her chest. We hug so tightly that I can’t breathe, but I don’t care. I’d rather die right here, clasped in the arms of my best friend, than anywhere else.

			I hear her soft sobs in my ear, and soon I’m crying, too. When at last we let go of each other, we wipe our wet faces on our sleeves, and I shove the clutter off my bed so we can sit.

			“How is any of this happening?” I ask.

			“The Sumber.” Now that she’s not putting up a violent front, Nishi sounds much weaker than I first realized. “It took me a while to remember, but I finally figured it out,” she says, her hands trembling. “The gun Imogen pointed at me was a Sumber. She shot me, and then the nightmares started.” Even though she looks so different, it’s comforting to know she’s still the same quick study I remember.

			“H—how long have we been here, Rho?”

			I almost cringe at hearing her sound so brittle and breakable. And as I open my mouth to answer, I realize I have no idea how much time has passed.

			“I’m not sure. . . . It feels like—”

			“Forever,” she finishes for me, and I nod as our eyes meet. “Just try to focus,” she orders me, and I’m relieved to hear some of her bossy Nishiness coming back. “What can you remember before the nightmares?”

			For a brief moment, the fog lifts a little in my mind, and I see Crompton standing before me, flanked by a Stargazer and a Dreamcaster. As I raised my Scarab to shoot him, the Zodai beside him raised weapons of their own—an Arclight and—

			“I was hit by a Sumber, too,” I say, piecing it together out loud as I go. “I think it was a few days after you. But how did we find each other here?”

			Her gaze loses its intensity as her focus drifts away. “The Sumber’s mind control must run off Psynergy . . . and our Psynergy signatures must be naturally drawn to each other. What can you remember from before you fell? Who shot you?”

			As usual, while I’m still trying to process the new information, she’s pressing us onward. If we were in class, Deke would be groaning and begging our instructor to ban Nishi from the room until the rest of us mastered the lesson.

			“Why are you smiling?” she asks in surprise.

			“I just really missed you,” I say, reeling her in for another, longer hug. Neither of us says anything as we hold each other, and I close my eyes as I breathe in her thick, dark hair. Even now, unwashed and in an alternate dimension, it still holds hints of the expensive, lavender-scented products she imports from Sagittarius. “I’m going to find you,” I whisper, tears threatening to overtake me again.

			“I know, Rho—”

			She cuts out and yanks on my hand, and we leap off the bed just as an explosion blasts above us, and the ceiling comes crashing down on the mattress.

			“RUN!” she shouts.

			Fingers laced together, we burst out of my room and hurtle down the hallway, ducking our heads and skidding to stops as chunks of the cement compound begin crumbling down around us. “Don’t let go!” calls Nishi over the deafening quaking and thundering.

			We turn the corner toward the dining hall and freeze as a massive ball of fire rolls our way. She shrieks, and I pull us in a new direction.

			The air grows hotter with every breath as the fire burns up more and more of our oxygen until I shove open a searing red door, and we topple into the swimming complex. Sucking in synchronized breaths, we leap into the salt water.

			We stay down as long as we can, and when we finally surface for air, there’s no trace of fire, not even a wisp of smoke. “What’s next?” I ask between breaths.

			“Something worse,” says Nishi darkly. “It’s always something worse.”

			We climb out of the pool and take each other’s hands again as we step through the red door—only we’re no longer in the Academy.

			The gray hall has turned glossy black, and it extends infinitely in either direction. The feeling that I’m being watched is back, and I pull Nishi along with me through the passage at a quick clip.

			“How do we wake up from the Sumber?” I ask as we hurry hand in hand past symmetrical rows of nondescript doors.

			“It’s not up to us. Whoever has our bodies has to administer the antidote.”

			I slow down in disgust at the thought of someone else having complete control over me. And suddenly the polished ground rises before us like a black wave.

			Nishi’s grip on me tightens as we start to slide backwards, and we wheel around to run in the opposite direction—but we skid to a stop as the path ahead starts rising, too.

			“What do we do?” I ask.

			Nishi yanks open one of the nondescript doors, and we escape into an unknown room. As the door shuts behind us, I look around and see we’re standing in the entrance hall to Zodai University.

			Every campus includes this identical chamber, a remnant from the days when all our worlds were ruled as one. The mismatched walls are crafted from stone, and they represent the four elements—sapphire for water, tigereye for earth, ruby for fire, and gold for air. On the ceiling above us is the ancient crest of the Zodiac Galaxy: a massive Helios with twelve sunbeams, each one pointing to a different House symbol. Within the sun is our old name: Houses of Helios.

			I used to cut through this place every morning when I visited the solarium.

			“Where’d the door go?” asks Nishi.

			I turn to see there’s no longer the outline of a doorway in the wall made of rubies, and I hear a strange flickering sound. “What is that?”

			“Do you smell—”

			Nishi’s voice cuts out as a blast of red flame blazes out from the wall, like a fiery hand reaching out for us.

			We leap across the room, falling back against the wall of cool sapphires. “What’s happening?” I shout as water starts to shower down from the blue wall, drowning my words and drenching us both.

			Since the fire’s flames are still reaching out for us, we tread along the wall of gold to avoid the water and the heat—until a strong gust of wind punches out from behind us, blowing our bodies across the room.

			Nishi and I lose hold of each other, and my back hits the tigereye wall, and then I slide down to the floor. Behind me the stones tremble from the impact.

			Water is still falling from the sapphire wall, and by now it’s about a foot high, so I’m soaked once more. Nishi reaches down to pull me up, and then we back away from the brown wall as its shaking intensifies.

			Tigereye stones begin dislodging and rolling down like pebbles, spraying our heads and faces and legs until we’re forced to huddle together in the middle of the room, equidistant from all four sides.

			“What happens if we die?” I ask Nishi, shouting over all the noise.

			“Each time we survive a danger, a new, worse threat is waiting for us,” she says, shivering as more of the flames are drowned by the rising water. “And it keeps going until the dream finally kills us, and a new nightmare begins.”

			I flash to Corinthe’s torture; I instantly shove the image away, terrified that the mere thought could re-trigger it.

			The water is now up to my waist, and it seems to be pouring in faster and faster. “If we drown, will you and I be separated?”

			Nishi doesn’t answer, but she tightens her grip on my hand as my feet float off the ground. “When Imogen shot me, how did you escape the Party?”

			Whether she’s asking from curiosity or just to distract us from our imminent deaths, I’m glad to feel useful one last time. I furrow my brow in concentration, and I find that the more I focus on the past, the better I remember it.

			“It was . . . my Mom.”

			“What?” Nishi’s amber irises grow bright with wonder.

			“She saved me.” As I say the words, the full memory unfurls: “Hysan found her. They were working together in secret for weeks—”

			Our heads bob against the Houses of Helios emblem on the ceiling, and we cling to each other as our faces tilt up into the last layer of air. I pull in as deep an inhale as possible before we’re sucked under.

			It’s pitch black all around us, more like Space than underwater, and I feel bubbles streaming from my nostrils as we descend deeper and deeper and deeper. My head starts to pound from the lack of oxygen, and Nishi’s hand grows limp in mine, and I know soon this will all be over.

			Suddenly my boot brushes against something solid, and I reach down and feel the ground. There’s some kind of metal lever sticking up from the floor.

			I try to push it down with one hand, but I can’t. Nishi must realize what I’m doing because she frees her fingers from mine and wraps both hands around the metal, and together we try shoving it.

			The lever gives way, and water begins to whirlpool around us as a drain opens in the floor, and all of it swirls away. As I finally draw breath, I turn to my best friend in relief—and I run out of oxygen again.

			Nishi’s sprawled on the ground, her long dark hair fanned around her.

			Dead.
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			“NISHI, NO!”

			I drop down beside her fallen body, her eyes closed and chest unmoving. Remembering my childhood training, I apply chest compressions and administer mouth to mouth, again and again and again. “Don’t leave me alone here, Nish, please,” I beg as tears well in my eyes, and I press down on her chest yet again—

			Her eyes fly open, and she starts coughing up water.

			Air rushes out of my lungs as quickly as it rushes into hers, and I help her sit up, the tension in my body finally easing. When it’s clear she’s going to be okay, I finally take note of our surroundings.

			We’re in a supersized supply closet lined with aisles upon aisles of shelves. Compression suits, helmets, oxygen tanks, and other gear are stacked alongside weapons like Tasers, pistols, and Ripples.

			I help Nishi to her feet, and we survey the supplies around us. Then she wordlessly grabs a pistol and starts filling her pockets with extra ammunition, and I raise a Ripple to eye level, resting its butt against my shoulder. It’s House Cancer’s signature weapon, but it’s considered mostly ceremonial, since Cancrians don’t have a violent gene in us.

			Unless our loved ones are threatened.

			The crossbow device is made of tightly woven strands of Sea Spider silk that propel up to a dozen slender darts whittled from nar-clam shells and dipped in the paralyzing poison of a Maw. The weapon isn’t light, but its weight is comfortable, making the device sturdy enough to keep steady.

			Even though I’ve never held one before, it feels familiar. As Nishi hands me extra dart cartridges, she says, “Remember that Protector of the Planets holo-game you used to love playing because it always greeted you by announcing to the whole entertainment center that you had one of the highest scores?”

			“That’s not why I loved playing it—”

			“The Ripple is just a fancier version of the crossbow you always used in there,” she finishes.

			It feels like years since the carefree days when I used to hologram myself into that virtual reality world. The game would provide players with a weapons cache that holds twelve devices, and now that I think about it, they all seemed a lot like watered-down versions of the signature weapons of every House.

			“I always chose the crossbow,” I muse out loud.

			Nishi strides up to a different shelf and pulls down a couple of blue space suits with the university’s logo. She hands one to me. “In case the walls come down around us,” she says with a shrug.

			Since she means that literally, we pull the suits on over our uniforms. “So where’s your mom been this whole time?” she asks as we change.

			“With the Luminaries.” It’s getting easier to lower my guard with Nishi around, and I continue pushing down on the walls that barricade my memories to keep filling in the blanks. “It’s a secret society of people who’ve Seen the Last Prophecy, which is—”

			“Yeah, I’ve heard of the Last Prophecy,” she says dismissively as we clip black helmets to our belts and holster our weapons. “There are tons of conspiracy nuts on Sagittarius who believe in it.”

			“It’s real, Nish. The master himself confirmed it.”

			She stops working and steps closer to me, staring into my eyes. “Who’s the master?”

			“Crompton.” For some reason, I whisper the name. “He’s the original Aquarius.”

			Her face pales, and she begins to shake her head. “No way—”

			“It’s true, Nish. He betrayed Ophiuchus to the other Guardians and stole his Talisman to keep his immortality for himself—”

			An arrow flies over our heads, and we duck.

			Without looking back, we hurtle down the aisle, holding hands, running past rows of shelves in search of an exit as more arrows shoot after us. A dart lodges into the wall a hair behind me, and items keep exploding over our heads.

			“There!” shouts Nishi, and she pulls me down a row that dead-ends in a metal elevator, its doors opening like it’s welcoming us in. An arrow bounces off the helmet clipped to my hip as we slide inside.

			Nishi frantically presses the button to close the doors, and while we wait for them to shut, I catch a glimpse of our pursuer. He’s in a billowing black cloak, his facial features shrouded in his hood’s shadow. And as he marches toward us, I realize he isn’t human.

			Twin walls of metal swallow the view before I can see more, and I blow out a hard breath as we ascend somewhere—anywhere.

			“What’s the plan?” I ask Nishi. “While we wait for someone to save us, we’re just condemned to live out our worst nightmares?”

			She shakes her head. “The antidote alone isn’t enough.” Her voice sounds small again. “Even if you’re dosed, you won’t escape until you’ve faced your greatest fear.”

			“My greatest fear? Nish, this whole place is one huge fear fest!”

			“You don’t understand. This is the final thing the nightmare world is keeping from you—it’s the blow that breaks you.” Her voice grows rough, and she clears her throat.

			Deke’s death must’ve been the last memory she recovered. Her greatest fear was probably a future without him.

			“That’s why some people never awaken from a Sumber dose,” she explains. “And I think that’s probably why you’re still here.”

			The person I’ve forgotten clouds my mind again. The one I expected to see at the hospital . . .

			The elevator opens.

			We raise our weapons quickly but step out slowly. The metal doors shut behind us, and we find ourselves in the place that was literally and figuratively the brightest point of my time on Elara. It’s the highest peak in the whole compound, a wide room with windowed walls that curve to form a windowed ceiling.

			The solarium.

			Silver starlight glints across the collection of moonstone statues that are modeled after our Holy Mothers, and written across the floor beneath them is the Zodai axiom: Trust Only What You Can Touch. Any fantasies I ever had about the future were born in this room.

			“No way out again,” says Nishi, and I realize she’s right—the only exit is the elevator. And its doors are opening again.

			“Hide,” I whisper, and I pull Nishi into the collection of stone statues. I place her behind Mother Crae, and then I hide behind the neighboring sculpture of Mother Origene. I’m in the exact spot where Mathias used to sit when he meditated.

			I rest the Ripple against my shoulder, and from the corner of my eye I see Nishi aiming her gun at the elevator as our pursuer steps into the silver light.

			I can’t tell if the gasp is mine or Nishi’s.

			The creature’s legs are as thin as sticks, and tucked into its sides are great feathery wings. It’s the one-eyed bird-man.

			Its beak is still steeped in blood, and adorning its head is a crown of pointy thorns—they’re the arrows it’s been shooting at us. Trying to steady my nerves, I lean out the slightest bit and aim my weapon at its chest.

			When I see that Nishi’s also in position, I shout, “Now!” We fire at the same time, and the bird-man immediately goes down.

			We approach it carefully, and Nishi hangs back, her pistol pointed at its head, while I make sure it’s really dead.

			I lean over its cloaked body slowly . . . and it rears up and launches at me.

			We crash to the floor, where the creature easily overpowers me. Pinned down, I feel strong hands wrapping around my neck—not wings, but human hands. Blackness drowns my vision as I choke, and my pulse echoes in my ears, my throat afire—

			A bullet goes off, and my attacker’s hands fall away.

			He slumps to the side, and through my blurry vision I see Nishi, her chest rising and falling with adrenaline, her face set in a warrior’s scowl.

			“Stellar,” I say hoarsely, and she reaches down and pulls me up. I rub my throat as we stare at the human man beneath us, facedown on the floor.

			“Let’s flip him,” I say. Nishi takes his feet and I grab his shoulders, and together we turn him over.

			Nishi gasps, but I don’t understand.

			I stare at each individual feature like it’s a clue: the blond curls, the sun-kissed skin, the open and glassy green eyes.

			Then I blink, and all at once the pieces come together.

			And I scream.
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			DESPAIR DROWNS ME, AND I remember the Cathedral, watching my brother and Aryll roll around on the bone floor, struggling to overtake each other. I see Hysan and Mathias running to help Stan, but they’re too late.

			There’s no cry or gunshot or blood—there’s only Stan’s pale green eyes as they turn toward me, lifeless.

			My heart howls in agony, and it feels like every bone in my body is breaking. I’m coming apart bit by bit, painfully, permanently, and even if the heartbreak doesn’t kill me, it doesn’t matter, because I’ll never recover.

			I’ve already lost everything I loved in the Zodiac. My brother, my home, my House. Returning to reality would be the true nightmare now. I’m safer in here, where the horrors aren’t real.

			“It’s okay, Rho, it’s okay, calm down. . . .”

			Nishi’s murmurs of reassurance blow softly into my ear, and as her voice comes into focus, I register that I’m on the floor, sobbing hysterically beside my brother’s body, held up only by my best friend’s arms.

			“It’s going to be okay, I promise,” she goes on gently. “This isn’t real. Don’t let this place destroy you, Rho. I need you. Please, focus—this is just another nightmare.”

			Nishi’s presence is proof I was wrong—I do have a reason to return.

			Just one.

			“He—Aryll—killed him,” I spit out between sobs, my teeth chattering and limbs shivering. “The master told Aryll to take my mom, and my brother attacked him to try to save her. But I don’t even know if she—if she made it out—” My muscles feel gelatinous, and I sink down further until my head is pressed into Nishi’s chest cavity.

			She inhales sharply. “You mean, he’s actually . . . oh, Rho. I’m so sorry,” she breathes, her voice choking with her own sobs.

			“I don’t want to go back,” I say, shaking my head vehemently against her. “I don’t want to go back, I don’t want to go back, I don’t want to go back—”

			“Shhhh,” says Nishi, stroking my hair and holding me tighter to her. “Rho, you’re the bravest, strongest, most fearless person I know—”

			“No, I’m not, Nish! I’m not. I’m foolish and naïve and a coward!” The last word comes out as a shout, and it scrapes my throat.

			But still I can’t lower my volume. “When I was young, my mom trained me to trust my fears, and it’s all I’ve ever done! It doesn’t matter if I leave this place or stay here—either way, my fears always rule me. At least this world is more honest about it!”

			“You’re wrong, Rho. In here, you can only run from your fears. Out there you can face them.”

			Her wisdom reminds me painfully of Stan. He always believed I was strong enough to face my fears, but he never knew he was the source of that strength. Because I never told him.

			I should have been there for him sooner. I stopped being a kid long ago, but I kept expecting Stan to treat me like one, to watch over me and love me and protect me unconditionally. But who was there to protect him?

			“Rho, you couldn’t save him,” says Nishi, like she knows exactly what I’m thinking. The way she reads my thoughts reminds me of the way Stan and I used to understand each other’s minds, and my heart hurts so much that I have to gasp to catch my breath.

			“Remember that this was all Aryll’s doing,” she insists.

			“But I’m the reason Aryll screwed with Stan in the first place!” I break free of her hold, and I’m shouting again. “When the Marad surrounded us, I recognized Aryll, and I called him by his name! I should have realized how Stan would react. If he hadn’t known it was Aryll, he wouldn’t have attacked—”

			“Rho, your brother attacked Aryll because he grabbed your mom!” Nishi’s voice rises to match mine. “And if a different soldier had taken her, he would have jumped in just as fast! Stop taking credit for Stan’s death. He died the way he lived—on his own terms—and the only choice you have now is to accept that!”

			Lines suddenly start spiderwebbing across the solarium’s glass walls, like they did in the crystal dome on the day of our concert, and we leap to our feet just as the window shatters.

			Neither of us has a helmet on, so my next breath never comes. Shards of glass slice shallow cuts along my skin and suit as I’m sucked out of the compound and onto the moon’s soundless surface.

			And the instant I leave the solarium, the nightmare changes.

			I’m in a familiar gray room, sitting in a chair, and when I try to move, I realize my wrists and ankles are cuffed. There’s an empty hospital bed before me, stained with pools of blood.

			A woman in white healer’s scrubs has her back to me while she sorts through medical tools on a table.

			“Where are we?” asks a familiar voice.

			I swing my face around in shock to see Nishi sitting next to me. She’s also tied to a chair, and a sense of dread blooms in my stomach, keeping me from answering her.

			The healer turns around, and I start struggling, desperately fighting against my shackles.

			“Rho, what’s wrong?” asks Nishi because she doesn’t know this Riser wears my face now.

			“Welcome back.”

			Nishi snaps her gaze to the healer, and whether it’s the raspy voice or the leering smile, somehow I know she recognizes Corinthe.

			This can’t be happening.

			I can’t
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