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Z-Strike


A fearsome Void Maw opens, unleashing sorcerers and their demons upon Cotonia.
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ZIANNA AND ECORON ARE blissfully mated, living in the opulent quarters of the palace that King Rozain has prepared for them. As they share a tranquil dinner on their balcony, black clouds darken the sky, and the fearsome Void Maw opens wide, unleashing the sorcerers and their demonic army.

Driven by love and courage, Zianna rallies her five sisters, forming an unbreakable alliance to confront the malevolent forces threatening their world.

The girls embark on a perilous journey not only to reclaim their lost memories but also to awaken their dormant powers, which hold the key to saving their realm. As fierce battles ensue, camaraderie and bravery shine through, igniting a flame of hope against the encroaching darkness.

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Please purchase only authorized editions, and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Z-Strike

Copyright © 2025 Gabriella Bradley

ISBN: 978-1-4874-4359-7

Cover art by Martine Jardin

All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.

Published by Extasy Books Inc

Look for us online at:

www.extasybooks.com

Z-Strike

––––––––
[image: ]


By

––––––––
[image: ]


Gabriella Bradley

​​

Chapter One
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KURANDA LIFTED HER chipped ceramic mug to her lips and savored a slow sip of the bitter, steaming coffee as she surveyed her five Z girls. In the muted morning light of the Science Center’s common room, Zirrei and Zamida sat cross-legged on low cushions, their faces bathed in the bluish glow of tablet screens as they scrolled through data feeds. Nearby, Zoreen and Zava knelt over a wooden tray, their slender fingers weaving vibrant glass beads into intricate necklaces that tinkled softly each time their fingers touched. At a corner desk, Zeshen leaned into the computer, her eyes darting across lines of code and windowed reports.

Since Zianna’s departure, restlessness had taken root in each of them. Their confined lives, rehearsals in the training hall, and the drills at dawn were stifling them. All five ached to reclaim the memories erased by the destruction of Zugara, to remember who they were. They dreamed of freedom, of exploring sunlit fields, of walking unguarded streets. Yet none of them knew any trade beyond combat, and the Cotonian army refused to accept any other female recruits since Zianna. Kuranda realized it was time to equip them for life beyond drills and sparring partners—to teach them to cook, manage money, and possibly even send them to college for an education.

Her heart tightened at their shared longing. She, too, wished they could tap into dragon magic as Zianna had or other dormant abilities. She also wished that somewhere, dormant in their blood, lay the names of family members they couldn’t recall. Over and over, she reminded them that it was the dragon king, Rozain, who had restored Zianna’s memories and unlocked her shapeshifting. But they wouldn’t let it go.

Kuranda remembered the day she’d found and rescued Zianna—a broken teenager with silvery scales glinting on her forehead and temples. Trauma had driven that dragon DNA into hiding, or so Kuranda thought, and she’d smoothed the evidence away, thinking it was gone forever. How mistaken she’d been.

“Mother,” Zeshen’s soft voice broke the hum of electronics. It was as if the young woman had read her thoughts.

“What if Zianna petitions King Rozain on our behalf? Maybe the dragons can help us, too. Was there any clue, feathers, scales, anything at all on our bodies before you restored and healed us?”

Kuranda set her mug on a coaster and drew a steadying breath. “You’ve asked the same question a hundred times. Unlike Zianna, who had a few remaining scales on her face, I found nothing on your mangled bodies or in your blood, no scales, no feathers, no hints of magic or shapeshifters. I’m sorry, child.”

“Leave it, Zesh,” Zamida muttered without looking up. Her tablet pinged, and she swiped it dismissively. “We are who we are. Accept it. Be grateful that Mother rescued and healed us. We wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for her.”

“Zianna was so fortunate to be sent to Pantoffa and meet Ecoron,” Zirrei began wistfully. “And to discover who she really was...I only wish—”

A sudden shout from Zeshen cut her off. “Come look at this!”

Only when Kuranda heard the dreaded name come from the computer did the hair on her arms bristle. Shohduro. She abandoned her tablet, her heart pounding, and wove through the girls, who clustered around Zeshen’s workstation, their faces pale in the glow of the screen.

“Show me!” Kuranda demanded, leaning over Zeshen’s shoulder. The monitor switched to full screen. A pulsating red banner filled the display as a deep male voice boomed through the speakers.

WARNING! All citizens of Cotonia! Do not leave your home or workplace. Repeat, do not leave your home or place of work. We are under attack by Shohduro, Nothrahdon, and their demon army! Nothrahdon has opened The Void Maw and unleashed abominations across all the Eastern Provinces. Stay indoors until further communication from the Crown.

Zamida’s face was eerily still. Her eyes remained fixed on the scrolling letters long after the voice finished its loop, her lips forming the name Shohduro silently, as if the word itself was a snake poised in the back of her throat. 

“Is this a drill?” Zava asked, her hands winding a long, glassy strand of tiger’s eye between her fingers.

Kuranda scanned the room, her pulse pounding. “No. This is not a drill. I need you all to listen to me. You’ve been trained how to deal with situations like this. Now it’s time to remember that training and put it into practice. We need to reinforce the facility.” 

She steadied her voice, ushered the girls away from the screen, and began giving them orders. 

“Windows. Cover them with the blackout mesh. Zoreen, lock the doors. Use the steel bars. Zava, please finish packing the emergency kit and double-check the batteries and food packs. I want you all to be back here in ten minutes, then we'll move to the sub-basement. Understood?”

The old discipline took over, and the girls leaped into action. Zeshen silently clutched the back of her chair before shooting Kuranda a look that said, What now?

Kuranda didn’t have a ready answer. She scanned the alert messages again, searching for any code or layered warning meant for people like her—scientists who once trafficked in dark secrets. Nothing. Just panic, just that sick bio-luminescent dread spreading through her limbs.

She tried to contact Zianna first, her hands trembling enough that it took three tries to load the secure comms line. Outage. All the channels were jammed. Even the underground network she used as a fallback pinged back dead. Second try, an emergency relay to King Rozain’s inner circle. Again, nothing but silent static.

But she refused to break in front of her girls, not even for a second. Kuranda’s calm voice became a shield as she hustled them into safe routines, reminded Zava to double-layer the freeze-dried meals, and made sure Zeshen’s obvious fear didn’t become contagious.

She counted heads, checked every latch, did all the things parents had done during wartime since the very beginning, all while her mind replayed that name...Shohduro. Shohduro...

By the time they assembled in the airless sub-basement, the windows already pulsed with a ghost-light that suggested the city above was burning. Kuranda pressed the old landline speaker but got nothing but electric static. The girls clustered around the cramped exam table where they’d sometimes secretly watched horror movies together, never imagining the real version would be so quiet, so slow, as if disaster was a star slowly sinking through the sky.

Zeshen whispered, “Mother, if the demons get past the army—”

Zava cut her off. “They won’t. The dragons will fight. The Royals will—”

Zirrei interrupted her. “I think we should decide what we’re ready and able to do. If we get the chance, do we escape or fight?”

Kuranda caught the look they were all giving her. They waited for her judgment, for a battle plan or some mythic permission to become the thing they were bred for. Soldiers... Warriors... Their faces were lit by the dirty honeycomb bulbs overhead, their muscles tight despite the pretense of calm. Kuranda found herself longing for the version of herself that would make the right call, but she only had this...fear and responsibility braided together.

“We keep our heads down,” she said in a voice a notch too harsh. “We’re not the first line. They’ll want the royal blood, the dragon kin. That’s not us. Not right now. They’ll hit the palace first. Our job is to stay alive, to watch, to learn. If the demons overrun the city, if the wards drop, then we run for the old mining tunnels. Wait for my signal. No one attempts heroics. No one splits off. Understood?”

A half-second of quiet, then five sharp nods. Zoreen and Zamida shared a look, defiant maybe, or just scared enough to mask it as loyalty and obedience.

The Science Center’s sub-basement was layered with redundancies, filtered air, water tanks, all the old paranoid investments Kuranda had bullied out of the city budget over the years. But at this moment, every reinforced door seemed as thin as a paper screen.

They checked their bags and the emergency kits, drummed their fingers against metal shelves, and glanced up each time a thud or siren rattled faintly through the concrete walls. The city’s ambient hush was different now, as though the noises above were filtered through another planet’s atmosphere.

Kuranda paced. She pictured Zianna and Ecoron hiding somewhere in the palace and recalled her own words. They'll hit the palace first. Of course they would. The dragons... 

Were Ecoron and the King ready? Had the King summoned the dragon army? Only they could help now.

* * * *
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ZIANNA AND ECORON HAD just finished enjoying a quiet dinner on their balcony when the sky turned dark. Black clouds began to roll in. “That’s a sudden change of weather,” Zianna said.

“Not predicted. This isn’t normal, Zianna. Have you ever seen such inky black clouds?”

She got up from her chair and ran to the balcony railing. “No, it’s a strange phenomenon. A storm?”

At the same time, Ecoron’s tablet pinged. “No. I just got a notification that Shohduro and Nothrahdon have opened the Void, unleashed their demon army, and abominations are invading all the Eastern Provinces.”

“You’re sure?” Zianna’s hands knotted on the iron rail, and she looked for the silvery uniforms of the palace guards on the outer rampart. The black clouds rolled in thicker than smoke, smothering the sun’s yellow disk to a sickly occultation. Far off, a siren keened, joined by echoing horns she remembered from when they had destroyed Zagura. But the sirens had sounded too late....

Ecoron’s jaw flexed as he scanned the updates on his tablet. His brow furrowed so deep that the tiny feathers along his temples bunched around each arch. “King Rozain is calling for all available dragon kin to report immediately to the palace armory.” His voice was flat, but his eyes flickered toward Zianna with something like regret. “It was bound to happen. I need to go.”

Zianna shoved herself off the railing, heart racing. “You’re not a dragon, you’re a bird. And why leave me here? I’m dragon kin, aren’t I?”

For a moment, Ecoron said nothing. That ancient hierarchy, the unspoken rules of dragon blood, crowded the space between them. “You were never trained for this,” he said quietly. “Not really. If I can keep you out of it, I will.”

“I won’t hide in the pantry while the city burns.” Her anger surprised her, but under it was a deeper, older ache—the exile she’d felt her whole life in Cotonia, a sense that she wasn’t derived from the same algorithm as these people. She squared her chin, letting the old Zugara accent crack through her next words. “I’m going with you. Or you can tie me to the table and gag me, Ecoron. Choose.”

He was silent for moments. Then he shrugged on the old fatigue jacket, checked the buckle of his sword’s harness, and with a grim smile, held out his hand. “Bring your boots and your teeth, Zianna.”

*
[image: ]


EVEN THE PALACE AIR shimmered with dread by the time they reached the armory. Guards wearing tunics stained with sweat ushered them past huddled staff, retirees who’d come in to volunteer, and now paced the marble corridors, whispering prayers. Zianna saw messenger birds, real ones, with carbon-weave plumage and pearl-button eyes, hurling themselves in panicked swarms against the reinforced windows, desperate to deliver their payloads of thin blue telegrams. Over everything hung the staccato screech of the alarms and sirens, in counterpoint to the king’s voice echoing from every wall-mounted speaker.

“Hold your posts. All squads to the east perimeter. Demonic breach approaching the Justice Pavilion. Prepare magics. Remember the code.”

The armory crackled with a static energy unlike anything Zianna had ever felt. It was crowded on every bench with men and women, half-changed and glittering, their skin rising in diamond scales or micro-feathers, their pupils slick and slit in anticipation. 

Ecoron led her to the allocation counter, where a harried aide checked their names off a list and slid two injection pens and two badges across the counter. “Milady, Lord. No time for formal armor. The last lines blew early. The demons are inside the Fourth Ring.”

Zianna injected herself in the thigh without hesitation. She’d grown used to the tingle of dragonson in her veins. It was synthetic quickfire meant to evoke the ancestral powers coded in her blood, even if she was young and the genes were spliced in from old records barely held together by computer guesses and the half-mad assurances of military doctors.

Ecoron went pallid for a second after his shot. It was dragonson, but it also helped to increase his powers. His hands steadied on the allocation counter. The badge they gave her glowed faintly in her palm, a tiny gold stylized dragon on a field of blue, and she pinned it to her jacket with a grim sense of ceremony.

The aide’s voice was a raw whisper. “Last fallback point is the Justice Pavilion. After that, the corridor’s a straight shot to the core.” The aide’s scales were patchy, his brow oozing sweat. “King Rozain is on the third floor. They say he’s doing the invocation himself.”

A full invocation, Zianna realized, meant the king would burn through his core, maybe die. “If I survive, who do I report to?” she asked.

The aide didn’t answer. He was already scrolling through the next assignment.

Ecoron grabbed Zianna’s hand. His palm was warm, but the grip was firm. She didn’t mind. For once, it felt like genuine solidarity rather than condescension. “Let’s go,” he said. They ran for the marble stairs that wound up toward the tower where the king was said to be gathering all the dragonborn for a final speech or a suicide mission, whichever came first.

The stairwell was streaked with the metallic scent of emergency wardens. More civilian servants were crowded there, some splayed on the landings, others clustered in whispering knots. Half the people on the stairs stared at Zianna’s badge with naked envy.

“They’re not supposed to take civilians into the invocation,” Zianna said as they pushed through a group of pale-lipped scholars, their ink-stained hands trembling on the rails.

“These aren’t civilians,” Ecoron replied in a hurried undertone. “They’re kin from the Immigration Corps. Scale-hiders. Half-breeds. People who weren’t wanted for their showy bloodlines are now needed by the king. Every last drop of dragon.”

At the summit, there were no guards—just an ornate steel door, already scored and bent inward at the edges. Through the gap, the marble floors of the king’s sanctum glimmered with glassy dust, lit by a hundred flickering sconces and hologram projectors. Voices inside rose and fell.

King Rozain stood at the center, flanked by two aides and a priest with golden whiskers lashing the air.

Zianna and Ecoron inched closer as the king, or perhaps the dragon within him, raised both hands to still the cacophony. Conversations strangled themselves mid-word. Holograms blinked out, and suddenly the only sound in the world was King Rozain’s voice.

“I will speak plainly.” Every syllable lanced the thick tension, splicing through fear with surgical cold. “There is no guarantee of survival. The wards were breached ahead of projection. The enemy is within one kilometer of this tower. We cannot, and will not, rely on the southern cities. We decide our fate, here and now.”

A murmur, then silence again.

“We’re activating the Final Key,” Rozain said. “You all knew this might come. We’re outgunned, outnumbered, but never outhearted. The invocation must be mutual. Each bloodline, each gift, a single link...joined here.”

He gestured to a wide scarlet carpet, and the dragonborn—a term never once uttered as a compliment in Zianna’s hearing until this moment—were motioned forward, one by one, until eighty or so formed a semicircle, shoulder to trembling shoulder.

Ecoron’s hand stayed at the small of Zianna’s back. She guessed, correctly, that he was afraid she might bolt. The priest now circled with a staff topped by a bronze eye, which seemed to pause and blink at her alone. Ecoron leaned in, his lips barely parting. “His Majesty believes you’re the convergence point. I warned you.”

“I’m barely even a dragon,” she hissed through her teeth.

“Not what he sees,” Ecoron muttered, and steered her forward.

She tried to keep her head down, but the priest’s glare yanked her up by the roots of her nerves. One by one, the kin bared their arms, sleeves pushed back to reveal patterns of scales, feathers, or bio-ink records. The king’s gaze combed the line, and Zianna felt it rake her soul like a sickle to wheat. When her turn came, she pulled up her sleeve and showed the pale, silvery traceries that shimmered in her skin when she tightened her fist.

“Zianna,” King Rozain said, with a cool formality that struck her as oddly tender. “You’re the last unbroken linchpin of Zugara.”

Zianna swallowed hard. “My sisters—”

He inclined his head, a momentary flicker of pain breaking the royal mask. “Are not dragons. Kuranda sheltered a handful of Zugara survivors, but you were the only dragonborn.”

“I don’t know the invocation.” It came out muffled, like a confession.

The king gave the ghost of a smile. “No one ever does. You think I trained for this? We do what we must.”

He turned to the priest, who began to chant in low, grinding syllables. It wasn’t a language of the palace, but the old mountain dialect, the one Kuranda sang in lullabies.

Each kin stepped forward, holding hands or touching shoulders. Rozain beckoned Zianna with a glance, and as she moved into place, feeling more like a cog in an ancient clockwork than a person, she sensed how desperately the king clung to this choreographed illusion of unity. Underneath, every hover of his hands, every tremble throttled, suggested a man drafted too soon into impossible obligations.

The invocation circle closed around Zianna and Rozain. For a terrifying instant, she felt utterly naked—her ancestry peeled back, exposing every algorithm and memory splice, every secret her injuries had tried to bury. Ecoron’s palm grazed her shoulder, one last pulse of real warmth before the chanting rose to a howl and the world’s logic shifted beneath her feet.

Every word the priest uttered seemed to tug at her marrow, scraping dormant genes to furious wakefulness. There was a bite in the air, a bitter ozone that stung her tongue. The king clasped her hand. His grip was almost casual, but a glance at his face said the opposite. He barely blinked, his eyes glittering black and wet as a forge.

The priest called for offerings. Kin all down the line drew patterns in the air, gestures, tokens, a drop of blood or a shed scale placed in the copper bowl at the priest’s feet. Ecoron slipped the glass button from his uniform collar and, without flinching, sliced a line in his palm over it. The blood welled magenta. Fascinated, she stared at the drops one by one, covering the button. Zianna’s turn came, but she hesitated. She had no heirloom, no token.

Instead, she remembered the rhyme Kuranda had murmured over her when she was young, the half-song she’d used to lull night terrors. Zianna whispered it into her cupped palms, letting those syllables eat into her skin as she imagined Kuranda’s fingers stroking her temple. She raised her hands above the bowl, uncertain, and the priest nodded in response. Zianna felt the memory’s weight slide out of her and land with a soft, inaudible thud in the bowl between incantations.

The air in the sanctum darkened as though the void itself pressed against the windows, and every light flickered in response. A vibration began, subtle at first, then swelling through the floor. A churning sound came from below, not quite thunder, more like the stirring of some ancient stomach, equal parts of hunger and fury.

All at once, the sconces flickered and died, dousing the room in an indigo shadow broken only by bioluminescent veins that spidered across exposed arms and faces. In the eerie gloom, the invocation circle looked less like a sacrament and more like a pack of desperate animals warding off a superior predator. The king’s voice, amplified by a force older than language, cut sharply through the dark.

“We answer the old blood with our own,” Rozain intoned. “We stand, and the city stands. The enemy will not take us nameless. Each kin here, call what you love, and strike it to the circle. Give it, for Cotonia.”

The others joined, sounding like a discordant choir. Ecoron’s next to her, his voice warped by pain. Each person gave something...a promise, a loved one’s name, a secret shame. When it was Zianna’s turn, she felt herself splitting in two, the teenager that survived Zugara and the Zianna who was shining now, stared at by every eye in the room. She tried to speak, expecting nothing to come out, but her voice was a fine line of steel. “For Kuranda. For the sisters. For the parts of myself I haven’t met yet.”

The silence was absolute. Then the king squeezed her hand, and Zianna thought she glimpsed, for a fractured second, the shimmer of gold in his eyes, something primordial and terrified.

The priest rapped the bronze staff once, the sound like a thrown bell, and the invocation surged. Electricity lanced through Zianna’s arms. Her visions, memories, and hallucinations spun wild.

She saw seven mountains blazing with blue fire, a girl with dragon wings curled on a laboratory cot, her hands clutching a tattered doll, then a sequence of faces, kinless, adrift, losing names as they caught flame. A deep malevolence lurked in that stream, pricking the vision with oily black. Shohduro and his horde, mouths rimmed in sick jade, tearing through the city, the palace.

A spell like gravity pulled her consciousness back to the room. Every face around the circle was lit from within, teeth and eyes and scales burning with desperate unity. Zianna felt herself lifted off her feet, briefly, by the song of their joined names, and then the energy snapped back, the room shaking as though it might collapse.
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SHE COULD SEE NOTHING, but her body was moving. She was running. She was with Ecoron, but he’d changed. He was taller, sleeker, his few feathers more vivid, his eyes burning with a liquid gold that was almost too bright to look at. They pounded down the corridor, smoke coiling low along the tiles. The king’s chant still echoed behind them, a pulse that made the very air shudder.

Down in the palace’s lower levels, the siege was real and imminent. A pounding, then a detonation, and the far wall of the east vestibule caved inward. In the breach, a tangle of bodies and bone-black armor, demon shapes writhing as they forced their way past the failing magic of the wards. A woman in a sapphire uniform screamed and vanished in a burst of claws and teeth.

“No time! Up the stairs!” Ecoron shoved Zianna ahead, and she took the steps three at a time. There was a brightness assembling inside her, a sense of growth as if her mind was stretching in a thousand directions at once, remembering and inventing as it went. Each leap up the stairs resonated back down into the sub-basement where Kuranda and the five Z-girls huddled. Zianna felt each thread.

She realized, with a lucid terror, that they were all being pulled forward, as if every survivor of Zugara had been packed into a single spell and fired like a bullet toward the endgame. Zianna felt the ritual’s effects not just on her, but everywhere she had roots, every knot of kin, every thought and dream she’d ever shared with the girls.

On the third landing, they crashed into the fracture point.

The walls had been breached, the ceiling spiderwebbed with fissures. Smoke, sulfurous and thick as poison vapor, rolled out over the broken balustrade, and through it stalked three of Shohduro’s demons. Their skulls were half-polished and half-rotted, each mouth stretched wide by a ring of copper wire. They moved like dogs doped with rage, their jaws grinding as they tasted the air.

Zianna felt her body shift into a logic she didn’t recognize, her feet finding balance, her new senses parsing heat trails and micro-vibrations in the stone. A demon rushed first, teeth first, and her hand shot out before she even registered the intention. The palm strike ruptured a membrane below its left eye, and an arc of black tar splattered the wall.

Ecoron snapped the second demon’s head back with a roundhouse kick that shouldn’t, by any law, have dislocated the thing’s entire torso. But it did, and the demon crumpled, its legs still twitching.

The third creature got past them, a blur of knuckled limbs and low hissing, but it didn’t matter. At the top of the stairs was the reinforced door to the king’s panic sanctum. Ecoron hammered the release, bared his fangs to the retinal scanner, and the door hissed open just long enough for them to tumble inside, dragging the stench of battle and burning wards with them.

Inside the chamber, King Rozain was already down on one knee, breathing hard, flanked by two of the oldest priests and a sheet of living fire that spread across the inner wall like a tapestry from hell.

The priests knelt in the hot reflection, eyes runny but determined, hammering out the invocation in ancient syllables.

Rozain lifted his head, saw the blood streaking Ecoron’s face, and more quietly than Zianna expected, said, “Good. You made it.”

The king pushed upright, strength flowing back into his shoulders. “You saw what was behind you?” he asked, his eyes skipping over the ruined door.

“More every second,” Ecoron said, and hauled the barricade lever, sealing off the stairwell with a loud, shuddering clang. He shot a glance at Zianna, who shook violently, the adrenaline metabolizing faster than she could keep up.

“What’s next?” she rasped.

Rozain offered a bitter smile. “We’ll improvise.” He jerked his chin at the flame-wall, where something began to resolve in the molten glare. “That’s the rift. Shohduro and Nothrahdon are trying to collapse the city’s wards from the inside. They’ll crack the palace like an egg, unless...” His eyes grazed Zianna. “We counterspell. From here, now, while they’re closest to the threshold.”

“We barely held in the invocation,” Ecoron reminded him. “That was the last fuel we had.”

Rozain turned his gaze back to the wall of fire. It flickered and parted, revealing not another room, but a column of blackness. The Void Maw itself, opening in a spiral as wide as the palace rotunda. In its center hovered a pinprick of white light, so impossibly tiny and bright it hurt to look at it directly.  Pulsing tendrils of complicated darkness that were methodical, almost deliberate, and wove themselves into the edges of the maelstrom.

“I believe we can short-circuit the merge,” Rozain said, enunciating each word as if by speaking clearly, he could force the math to become true. “If we can invert the invocation and ground it through a new anchor at this very moment, hoping to be a person and not a function.”

His attention slid to Zianna with a combination of apology and hope. She shivered, even as her blood sang along with the breakneck logic.

“Send me,” she said. Her mouth was dry. “If that’s the play. I’m ready.”

Ecoron’s hand landed heavy on her shoulder, half in protest, half benediction. 

Rozain nodded once, sharply. “Priest!” he barked.

The golden-whiskered priest, whose name she’d never learned, reached into the folds of his robe and produced a knife. Its blade wasn’t made of metal or bone, but a shimmer of reflected probability, the edge unclear, as though it was always in motion. He drew it across his forearm, and a plume of sapphire blood welled up, catching the firelight. The priest painted three sharp stripes in the air, which bent and hung there in impossible suspension, creating an aperture in the flame-wall.

“The Rift is thinnest here,” the priest whispered, voice slurred by the intensity of the chant. “You will feel it before you see it. Do not look away.”

Rozain placed a hand on Zianna’s brow, an unexpected gesture of blessing or, perhaps, a last steadying touch. “If you find the knot behind the darkness, sever it. That’s all. Your signal will be obvious.”

Her faith in this solution was no greater than her faith in herself, but when the fire peeled apart, flickering in brutal spectral bands, she stepped forward.

The blackness beyond the fissure was a texture, a taste. It pressed her mouth open, suffocating her brain with memories that refused to be hers. Zugara burning...but also Zugara golden, apple orchards, and the river’s fresh smell after spring rain, and girls running in the floods with their shoes off. Kuranda’s hands, gloved in blood and antiseptic, small tongues of flame licking at the edge of her vision. She blinked and locked her jaw, refusing to let go of any of it. She moved her feet.

She was inside the rift, or perhaps the rift was inside her. The narrow passage ran along a bone-white seam, slick and whorled, as if etched by acids that remembered every path. The noise was ferocious. It was not simply a sound, but the memory of screams multiplied on themselves until they became a fabric of teeth and claws, biting at the edge of perception. She kept her eyes fixed on the point ahead, where the blackness was deepest, most absolute, and stepped toward that pinhole of impossible white.

It receded as she walked, like the trick of a bad dream, always a meter beyond comfortable reach. Her legs trembled under her, like the world wanted to collapse at the knees. She gritted her teeth and pushed further, each pace erasing something from the periphery of her senses, first the sour lambency of palace wards, then the chanting, then her heartbeat. With each step, the corridor narrowed until it was a hairline fracture with barely enough space to squeeze her bones through.

Shards of memory sharpened as she moved. Her brother in Zugara, plotting pranks, making up songs to drown out the sound of field artillery in the distance. One of her first waking days at Cotonia’s Science Center, when every girl at the table dipped their spoon into the spicy soup at once and blew steam like a five-headed dragon...like family.

Kuranda’s hands at her temples, soothing the fevers, and then that one moment when, in the middle of a lesson about neural rewiring, Kuranda had bent close and whispered, “Remember, Zianna. Your memories might be gone, but never your affinity. You belong to yourself. Even when you don’t know your own name.” The words rippled through her now, anchoring her to the thin thread at the heart of the blackness.

The farther she went, the more the air fought her, pushing back with the psychological weight of centuries of hunger, Shohduro’s appetite, and all those who’d wielded The Void Maw before him.

Chapter Two

––––––––
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HER SISTERS... 

She had to save them. Zianna focused not on her footsteps but on the ones echoing behind, the ones that shouldn’t have survived. She’d always pictured herself as the lucky, if ambivalent, leftover of Zugara—patched, awkward, but at least mobile. But now, as the black tunnel writhed and spun around her, she felt the presence of every Z-girl and boy Kuranda had salvaged that terrible day, those that were still in stasis... 

Then she pictured Kuranda and her five sisters. Their silhouettes flitted through the dark like glinting shadows. Their voices, when she pressed on, were the constants in the shriek-noise of The Void Maw.

Another step, and she was sure she’d brushed the invisible sleeve of Zamida and Zirrei’s cackle pealed up from below floor level. Their memories, hers, theirs, maybe the Maw’s composite guesswork, braided through her like new veins. She was being patched together from every scrap that had been forgotten, burned, or misfiled. She crawled, then staggered, then ran, always toward the vanishing point.

The final narrowing was so tight she had to collapse her shoulders, crack her sternum inward, rediscover her flexibility as a creature of joint and spirit rather than linear progression. The pain was initially metaphysical, then it became real. Her lungs burned, her skin peeled briefly away from the flesh underneath, her eyes ran with salt. But the pinprick of light, so small and arrogant, never failed.

She dove toward it with a last, uncoiling thrust, thinking, This is it, at the end of everything, even the Void must tell the truth.

And in that fraction-of-a-fraction, as her skin touched the boundary of the impossible, she found herself...not erased, but duplicated. On the other side, watching herself emerge from the Maw, was another Zianna, one distilled by fire and choice, a specter she recognized with immediate, profound clarity. Not a doppelgänger, but a
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