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For Mikie.

I built a new world for you, just like you wanted.
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Ryder

In glowing green numerals, the Star Wars clock by the bedside declares five in the morning. Ryder groans and rubs her eyes, trying to shift the wash of disappointment. Her dreams were the usual random, vague jumble of images. Definitely no messages from Lucas. Far-reaching, Sebastien calls it; the Zentai ability—Lucas’s ability—to speak to people in their dreams. Rolling over, Ryder sighs. Knowing Lucas is a certified alien will take some getting used to. So will the fact that he and her grandad, Jack, are now in the hands of a clandestine government agency. Both injured. Both vulnerable. All because Ryder let Sebastien and Sophie talk her into leaving them behind.

Ryder pushes the blanket, and the thought, away and stretches her hands over her head. “Ouch,” she whispers as her fingers hit the wooden slats above. She sits up, careful not to slam her head against the low bunk. 

They arrived late last night, Hobart far behind them. Travelling up-river in the speedboat Ryder hopes never to see again. Sebastien insisting they stay on the Derwent River for as long as possible, which meant multiple stops, every time another boat approached, or an aircraft flew overhead. Sophie and Ryder were both ready to mutiny before he finally decided to abandon the boat near New Norfolk. Another couple of hours of traipsing through bush followed, until they found this farmhouse, isolated and dark, on a hill overlooking a bush-covered valley; a barely-stocked fridge, empty dog kennel and locked garage telling them the owners weren’t out for a quick trip to the local store.

Whoever the kids are who live in this room, they’ve been given more toys than Ryder has hairs on her head. Ryder sniffs, then grimaces. The waft of something sickly sweet clings to the room, a secret stash of candy perhaps. She pinches her nose. The thought of eating doesn’t sit well, and her stomach protests with a gurgle. Ryder scans every inch of the room, looking deep into the shadowy corners. Just in case. 

“Padellah,” she whispers. “Are you here?”

But there’s no hint of the entity’s translucent, spell-binding form rising out of the gloom. Certainly none of the multi-voiced whispers. It’s weird, how much Ryder misses hearing them. 

She tugs her legs free of the covers, and walks to the window. Her bare toes hit something solid. A ball, red and white chequered, rolls across the wooden floor, bumping to a stop against a toy chest. This is definitely not where she saw herself today. Wednesday’s are okay so far as school days go. Coding class after lunch-break, an afternoon of game development and design. Her troll character is waiting for her, limbs half-done and his tuxedo needing serious upgrading. 

Ryder nudges a plush dinosaur out of the way and stands against the window. Weak dawn light reveals a sky of churning, chaotic grey. The clouds bulge with rain but not a drop has fallen since they fled Hobart almost two days ago. At least here the lightning doesn’t strike. Not like it did near Hobart, setting off fires in the hills around the city. The closer to Blackrhine Hill-the gateway between worlds-the worse the weather seems to be. 

Ryder’s hands drift to her bare wrists. Sebastien took the elthar from her, muttering something about safety and keeping her hidden. Though the metal is gone, the warm sense of it persists. So does the memory of her first, unexpected flight. How did she even do that? 

“Have you spoken with your father?”

Ryder whirls around, jamming her knee against the toy chest. She bites down on a cry. “I told you to stop doing that,” she whispers.

Sebastien stands in the doorway, features blurred by the dimness. Ryder jabs a finger towards the top bunk. Sophie lies submerged beneath a comforter emblazoned with cartoon turtles brandishing ninja weapons. Tip-toeing from the room, Ryder ushers Sebastien further down the hall. He does so at a snail’s pace, most likely to irritate her. She keeps quiet until they reach the lounge. 

“No,” Ryder says. “I haven’t spoken to my dad.”

The TV is on, with the volume muted. An elderly man, whose eyes glisten with fear, is being interviewed by a news reporter in front of a store with smashed windows. Ryder recognises the place, a twenty-four hour mini-mart not far from her home in central Hobart. Along the bottom of the screen, a scrolling feed declares the city is under a strict curfew and that Hobart Airport is closed to all flights. Inbound and outbound.

“You need to contact him. Now,” Sebastien says. “Find out if there is a possibility he can transport you off this island.”

He must have had a shower because his hair is loose and damp, a kink in the normally dead-straight strands. The new t-shirt he wears is from one of the drawers in the main bedroom. Plain green, V-neck, with a tiny, indistinct white logo above his heart. For someone who despises this world, he manages to fit into their clothes well. 

Ryder crosses her arms, frowning at the TV. “Call him at five in the morning?” Though really, who knows what time zone her dad is in. Singapore, maybe? Or was it China? Anywhere but here is fine. “And we’re a long way from the north coast. There’s time.” 

“We need to establish our course of action before we get to the coast, Ryder. If he cannot help us, I will journey there myself and do some surveillance. Considering the distance, it is something I wish to avoid. Leaving you two alone for the evening does not strike me as a sensible idea.” Sebastien sits on a stark-white, L-shaped couch. There are coloured lines, crayons or markers, on one of the armrests, and some of the cushions. A clear reminder, if she needs one, that Ryder is in someone else’s house. 

That they will get arrested if they are caught here. 

But it bothers her a lot less than it would have a week ago. Being safely locked up with the police could even be a relief. Ryder cradles her arms around her waist, her thoughts returning to Lucas. Her head is full of worse-case scenarios, for both him and her grandad. And there’s the other nagging thought, the one she’s trying to block. Where is Christian, exactly? Sebastien said he’s safe, but that’s all he’ll say.

“Ryder. Pay attention.” Sebastien scowls at her, as he so often does. 

“Okay, how am I supposed to have that conversation?” she says. “Hi Dad, it’s been a heck of a weekend. Extra-terrestrials and the government are hunting us, and I might have had a part in starting the apocalypse.”

And there’s the whole not-being-fully-human thing.

“You are being unnecessarily difficult,” Sebastien says. “Just hurry up. Find out if he has means to transport you off this island.”

You. Not us. Ryder coughs against the sudden tightness in her chest. “You’re certain, even if Verran and Aresh get Olessia to a gateway, and home to Siros, that I can’t stay in Tasmania?” 

And somehow rescue Jack (who forgot to mention to her that he was hot for an alien princess) and Lucas (who forgot to mention he was an alien) from the shady government agency C-21, before returning to school and finishing her troll(forgetting her new-found ability to fly and transform herself into some kind of ghost creature). 

Yeah. Right.

“I have told you multiple times.” Sebastien keeps his eyes fixed on the TV, oblivious to Ryder’s wild thoughts. “To remain here, at the only location on your entire planet that harbours rivers and slipstreams between the realms, is utter foolishness. Dashel betrayed Olessia. He sought to hand over the Laudess of Bax Un Tey to her enemies, do you think he would hesitate in doing the same to you if he learned of your abilities? I will not remain within close proximity to the very gateways he would seek to drag you into, should he, or the Zentai, gain that knowledge.”

Blinking, Ryder holds out her hand. “Where is the phone?”

Sebastien gestures at the floor beside the TV. The flip-top phone, part of a stash they grabbed from Ryder’s home before fleeing Hobart, charges at a power point. Ryder grabs the device, heading out the sliding doors and onto a wide verandah. The house sits on acreage at the foot of the Mount Thunderbolt Forest Reserve. Set high on a hill, it gives them a view of the river to the east. Sophie insisted this was the place to stay after she noticed the name of the forest and declared it adorable.

Ryder wriggles her feet into a pair of gumboots. A tight fit but they’ll do. She heads out across the lawn, passing by a scattering of Banksia trees and an above-ground swimming pool. Ryder shivers. Her cherry, long-sleeved jersey and polka-dot pyjama pants are not great for a five-in-the-morning wander around a farm. She dials her dad’s number and keeps walking, down to where a paddock fence marks the end of the yard. Dawn throws silver shadows and a mist sits low to the ground. From here she can make out the sprinkle of lights that is New Norfolk, a country town Ryder hasn’t visited in years. The wind whips strands of hair across her face and Ryder brushes them away. 

The call connects to her dad’s voicemail. 

Leave a message, and I’ll get back to you. 

Beep.

A man of many words, just the same as in person. The sharp prickle behind her eyes catches her off-guard. “Hey Dad.” Her voice wobbles, she clears her throat. “I’m okay...Sophie is with me...look you need to call me when you get this, okay?” 

She leaves the number in case it doesn’t show on his phone, and presses the flip-top closed. Her eyes sting and she wipes the back of her hand roughly across them, kicking her booted toe against the fencepost. The barb-wire rattles. The paddock is empty, just like the house, though the cropped-down grass suggests the family horse went on holidays too. A lone tree stands in the middle of the paddock, a River Red Gum judging by its mottled rust and white trunk. A three-sided corrugated iron shed, leaning hard to one side, sits beside it. Ryder turns to walk back to the house, teeth chattering. A sudden movement between the tree and shelter stops her. She squints. With the moon and stars stuck firmly behind dense cloud the night is dim, and a breeze toys with the leaves. Then, it happens again, and the thump of her heart quickens. Instinct pushes her backwards, towards the house and safety. Back towards Sebastien. Before she can turn and run a figure dashes from behind the tree and into the shelter. 

“Sophie?” Ryder shades her eyes, like that might help. It doesn’t. But she’s certain of the flash of red hair and familiar skip-like way her friend moves. Ryder clambers through the barb-wire, cursing the tear of fabric as her sleeve catches. She jogs across the open expanse of grass and is almost at the shelter before Sophie notices her.

“Oh,” Sophie cries. Then she does something odd. Sophie opens the folds of her sunshine yellow bathrobe, holding out the sides like she’s a model on a catwalk, revealing a mauve flannelette night-gown. “Ryder, you’re supposed to be sleeping.”

“And you’re supposed to be doing the same. What is going on?”

“I...am...I was just...” Sophie spits her words like they’re hot peppers. “Well...see-”

A squeak, a really loud, ear-piercing squeak, rents the air. Ryder winces. The sound reminds her of a toy Christian got for his mum’s greyhound, Muggins. A pink pig that squealed when it was squeezed. The dog loved it, but they were all relieved when he chewed it apart after a few days. 

“What is that?”

“I think you’re scaring him.” Sophie still holds her robe open. Ryder presses Sophie’s arms down before peering over her shoulder. 

“Sophie, get out of there.” Jumping back, Ryder’s boots snag against something beneath the loose hay and she lands hard on her backside. Eye level with the creature at Sophie’s feet.

It’s a Celtren. Granted, it’s little bigger than the plastic pig toy Muggins loved so much, but the orange eyes and shaggy red and black speckled coat are unmistakable. Even the wings are there, no bigger than chicken wings, but there nonetheless. 

Sophie releases the folds of the bathrobe and shakes her head. “Don’t you dare tell Sebastien. Beadsley is hurt, he needs our help.”

Ryder stares at her friend. Perhaps it’s all been too much for Sophie. The whole running from monsters and hiding with aliens thing has unhinged her. “Beadsley?”

The miniscule Celtren lets out a hollow, garbled sound—like a baby dragon with something stuck in its throat—and nuzzles Sophie’s ankle. 

“Oh Soph,” Ryder says. “What have you done?”
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Chapter 2
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Olessia

Olessia edges into the lake, water lapping at the bare skin above her knees, and her toes digging into the silky coolness of the mud. She sighs and the air blooms in a puff of white. A chill fills the night. Her breath and the wisps of fog hanging low over the distant shore of the lake tell her that, but her internal body temperature, higher than a human’s, ensures no sense of it. Unfortunate really. The bubbling of the human skin, the little lesions they call goosebumps, intrigues her. Olessia runs her fingers over her forearm. Smooth, no hint of the darker specks she recalls on Sophie’s arms. Freckles, the girl called them. 

“Freckles,” Olessia says to the empty space around her. 

She stands naked, but for elthar bands around her narrow wrists, and the inhibitor at her neck. The simple delicate chain blocks all telepathic communications. She is, for now, invisible. Something she has longed for. But this is not quite the outcome she planned. Olessia sweeps her fingertips across the surface of the water, tracing patterns with the ripples she creates. At the edge of the lake trees soar high and imposing, the thick forest a blur of black beneath the cloudy pre-dawn sky. When Christian spoke of this place, telling her of his family’s cabin and the days he spent here within the ancient forest, he was far too modest about the location’s beauty. For two days now it has been a haven for Olessia and Aresh.

In the distance an animal makes a sound, a low, guttural cry that disturbs the utter quiet. Sinking into the water, Olessia lays on her back, feet leaving the mud, arms spreading across the surface. The water covers her ears and conceals the distant rumble of thunder coming from the storm front flickering to the east. 

The vastness of the Tarkine forest stretches over the far North-West of the island of Tasmania, many hours from the Paldrian River gateway in Hobart. But the forces of that river play havoc with the elements even here. Olessia lets her eyes close. This world’s delicate weather system struggles to adjust to the enormous variations in pressure the Paldrian River’s open gateway exerts. In Christian’s family’s cabin, a short walk from where Olessia relaxes, Aresh paces in front of the television. Watching blurry humans speak of king tides swelling Hobart’s Derwent River, and severe electrical storms striking the city. 

And the blame for these inclement conditions lies with Olessia. 

“Abnormal weather, freak weather.” That’s how the humans describe it. 

Olessia tilts her head back, letting the dank water flow into her nostrils. She opens her mouth and gulps in the liquid; gritty and bitter. The rush of icy water soothes the angry, raw flesh lining her throat. Though several days have passed since she used the Beckoning to subdue the Celtren, the effects on her body linger. Joints ache, and muscles deep within her chest continue to burn. The beast is not kind on mortal flesh. Blowing all the air from her lungs Olessia lets her body sink deeper into the darkness. She squeezes her eyes closed tighter. But it’s fruitless. Their images still plague her. 

Ryder, Sophie. Christian. 

Olessia screams into the water, bubbles churning the liquid. The few days since they were together seem a lifetime already. She punches clenched fists through the liquid, jabbing at the fear that rises with the thought of leaving this world for good. 

Going home. 

Returning to her father, and the punishment that will surely be forthcoming. Returning to a place where no one can protect her from the beast she holds inside. Ryder gave her the strength to return home, but now, separated from them all, Olessia’s fortitude falters. She pushes up to the surface, gasping, pinching her nose to ease the ache in her sinuses. She has drifted out further across the lake, and her feet cannot find the mud. Olessia treads water, her breath coming in quick bursts, the air whitening with each exhale. She faces the shore. The cabin is hidden behind monolithic trees, but in its confines Aresh awaits the signal from Verran that declares he has re-entered the Paldrian River. Only once they know he has lured Dashel and whoever else searches for Olessia with him, will Aresh then use a slipstream to transport them back to Siros. It has taken longer than expected, the lines of concern edging deeper into Aresh’s face as one day lengthened to two. But departure is inevitable. Olessia is running out of time to implement her long mulled-over idea.

It would be just a glance. Just a moment in time. But one she greatly desires. It is an odd but certain thing; the human boy amuses and intrigues her. And, of greatest import, calms her. Perhaps it is the timbre of his laughter, or the way his focus does not leave her face when she speaks. Whatever the cause of the affinity, the emptiness that comes with his absence irritates her. And perhaps one final communication will dislodge the discomforting tension within her body.

Olessia wades in towards the shore until her feet touch mud again. She closes her eyes and inhales; deep intakes that fill every inch of her lungs. The water laps at her thighs. She focuses her mind’s eye, and begins the Shift; the delicate disconnection of physical and ethereal self that only a rare few can master. She burrows deep within, losing sense of the water against her skin. No air, no light infiltrates her world as the Shift takes hold. Olessia jerks, the shudder of separation tearing through her, ripping at sinew and bone. Blazing golden light fills her body, sweeping her clear of the mortal world. Separating her from the confines of her flesh and blood.

Bringing her here. The Rising; the shadowy ethereal realm that hugs the edges of the corporeal worlds. 

Olessia forms an image of Christian in her mind. Not a difficult task, as she took care to emblazon every detail to memory. She did the same with Ryder and Sophie, but she is fully aware of the danger of attempting to reach them. Ryder must be protected, and Sebastien sees to that now. 

But what harm in one last conversation with Christian? The quietness, the loneliness of the past few days, fosters a melancholy Olessia grows weary of. What point in being Laudess of Bax Un Tey if you cannot have a few things your own way?

Olessia’s consciousness—what Shifters name an eidolon, and what humans might call a soul—now moves in an unconfined place. She traces a picture with her thoughts alone. Christian. White hair. Never neat. The small silver loop above his right eye. And eyes the shade of the Parken terra back home on Siros. Long limbs, especially his legs. Skin kissed with colour not unlike the people of the Mala gera. In fact, he would blend in with them quite well. Something to remember for another time. A time more settled.

His image fills her mind with perfect clarity. A faultless representation of the reality, right down to the singular mole on the side of his neck. Olessia winces and the image wavers. She devoted little time on Siros to the practice of this skill; sourcing. Aresh advised there were other priorities. Chances are, this attempt will be rendered a failure. Olessia re-adjusts her focus. Narrows in on the curve of Christian’s nose.

Once, twice, her creation flickers. All at once her eidolon rushes forward. Sweeping through the shapeless, ever-moving world of the Rising. If Olessia had a breath to take it would be stolen by the speed of her movement. Everything around her blurs, whipping past until finally a speck of dull white marks the darkness up ahead. 

Drawing ever closer, the silhouette’s definition increases. Recognition hums through Olessia. 

Though the natural brilliance of Christian’s eidolon is muted, trapped within a body incapable of ever releasing it, there is little doubt in her mind she has sourced him. Olessia’s own eidolon sings with excitement. His features become visible; spikes of white hair jut at varying angles, dark eyebrows knit hard over narrowed eyes. 

But it is not just Christian’s features that grow crisper. The room in which he sits rushes into sharp focus. Olessia tries to gather herself, reign in the momentum of her eidolon. But she is too slow. She hurtles at Christian, slamming him from his chair. He cries out, the magazine in his hands flying free, pages fluttering like a maddened flock of flat birds. Christian flips onto hands and knees, thumping across the floor until he reaches a cabinet holding row after row of books and a smattering of ornaments. 

“Who’s there?” He grabs something from the shelf nearest him, a small golden figure, and brandishes it. 

Olessia rushes towards him, eager to quieten him. She focuses. Summoning words in this form is difficult.

“Christian, it is me. Olessia. Put down your weapon.” 

Christian lets out a squeak and lashes about with the figure.

“Oh man,” he says. “I’m going crazy. It’s happened.” His eyes are saucer wide. He stares right through her, reminding her that Ryder’s ability to perceive eidolon is not the norm for humans. 

“Stop it. Christian, listen to me. It is me. Olessia. Please, keep quiet.” 

He darts the weapon towards her; a sculpture of a human figure with its hands raised. His eyes trace a manic pattern through the air, trying to find some hint of her. The faint glow of street lighting filters through a flimsy curtain to his right.

“Christian?” A woman’s voice drifts into the room, muffled, indicating she is still some distance away. But the quick tread of footsteps suggests that won’t last long. 

Olessia tries a new tact. She brushes at the side of his head. He gasps, pulling away. But a moment later he stills, eyes fixed on what is actually her left shoulder, but it’s close enough.

“Olessia? Is it you? Really?” He sweeps his hand through the air and his fingers move through her belly. 

“You are safe. It is me.”

But it’s also too late. The woman races into the room, flicking on what seems like a thousand lights. She’s a stocky older woman, Jack’s age perhaps, with dark hair almost as short as Olessia’s but with a curl and kink to the strands. Colourful tattoos fill every inch of skin on her bare arms. “Christian, what happened? Are you all right?” She whirls in a tight circle, a device clutched in her raised hands. 

A Siros weapon; a brekken, the instrument Sebastien used to evaporate the Celtren’s bodies. Olessia edges her eidolon in between the woman and Christian. He grasps at the book shelf, using its edge as a lever to rise to his feet. 

“Petra, it’s okay,” Christian says. 

Unease sweeps through Olessia. Petra is guardian to the Zentai, Lucas. Aresh has lied to her. She assured Olessia that Christian was safe, but there is nothing safe about this. The Zentai hunt for Olessia and Lucas both, and Petra is a direct link to Lucas. 

“No.” Petra shakes her head. “Something is wrong.”

Olessia’s anger billows, contorting her shadow self. Her eidolon struggles to hold its form. Something is indeed wrong. Christian should be nowhere near this woman. Olessia hurls herself into the depths of the Rising. The force sends shockwaves pulsing through the room, and a shower of books rain down on Christian. His cry echoes through the Rising, following Olessia all the way back to the lake.
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Ryder

“Okay, you understand the plan then?” Sophie shifts the weight of the tiny Celtren, nestled beneath the folds of her bathrobe. “Let’s do this.”

“Sophie, wait,” Ryder hisses. The plan is full of holes. And problems. The biggest of which stands on the verandah, arms folded. 

“I warned you not to go beyond the boundary of the nerser. You have set off the sensors,” Sebastien shouts. Dawn plays with the sky, shifting the cloud cover from murky grey to a paler bruised shade, but there’s not enough light to make out Sebastien’s expression. Judging by his voice, lots of frowning and scowling is involved. 

She lifts a hand and waves, hoping to appear non-chalant. A gate stands not far from where Ryder squeezed herself through the barb-wire. Sophie opens it and strolls towards the right of the house, heading for the tool shed, beyond a weed-ridden vegetable garden. Ryder lags behind, drawing Sebastien’s attention with a dramatic flourish of her arms.

“Sorry. She’s having some nightmares.” Ryder goes with the lines Sophie gave her, though she doesn’t know why. So far as ideas go, this wins all the crazy awards. Keeping the Celtren from Sebastien stinks of bad idea. Where there is one of these creatures, there could be others. Still, Ryder can’t wipe the image of Sophie’s face from her mind; how close to tears she was when Ryder told her they had to take the Celtren to Sebastien. “She just needs some air. We won’t go far.”

Sebastien doesn’t reply. No surprises there. He heads back inside, sliding the glass door closed behind him with a firm thump. Amplifying the drama of the moment, thunder rumbles in the distance, and a brilliant, pearly flash of lightning cuts through the clouds. Ryder rushes after Sophie, flipping open the phone to throw some light into the depths of the shed. She finds Sophie and the Celtren huddled in the back corner of what is actually a two-car garage, converted into a workspace. Someone in the house loves woodwork. A lathe and circular saw take up the centre of the space, a workbench runs along the right wall, and piles of timber take up the left. Shavings, at least an inch thick, litter the floor. Ryder’s dad would hate this. He doesn’t see the point of making things when it takes five minutes to go to a store and buy it. Thinking of him reminds her of the call she’s waiting on, and her grip on the phone tightens. 

The miniature Celtren trembles in Sophie’s lap, pressing back against her chest as Ryder draws near. A gash on the creature’s left hind quarter oozes a substance black as tar, while its right wing drapes towards the floor, a tear visible in the delicate membrane. 

“What do you think?” Sophie peers at the wound, fingers fluttering above the nasty gash. 

“I’m not a vet. Sophie, this is crazy.”

The Celtren twists its head—the oddest owl Ryder’s ever seen—and fixes its beady, fire-glow eyes on Sophie, letting out a pitiful sound. Like a pet cat unhappy its food hasn’t arrived. Sophie whispers to the Celtren, telling it everything is okay. That it’s safe now. The Celtren tilts its head at each word. Kind of cute. Almost. Days ago, a bunch of Celtren tried to pull them out of the sky in the crippled Aventar, forcing Olessia to do some pretty terrible things to keep everyone alive. Ryder hunches her shoulders at the memory.

“Where did you find this thing?”

“Down by the river, at the bottom of the paddock,” Sophie says, stroking one finger down the length of the Celtren’s back. The creature wiggles under her touch. “I couldn’t sleep. I’ve been wandering around for a few hours.”

The Celtren’s eyes flutter closed. Apparently, Sophie’s lap is very comfortable.

Smiling, Sophie continues. “Anyway, poor little thing was clinging to an old fridge door, the river is a mess of junk, the current is crazy. The door had lodged in between the bank and a fallen tree but he seemed too terrified to move. What was I supposed to do? I couldn’t just leave him there. I pulled in the branch, and gave him a chance to reach dry land. He scrambled off that branch like there was no tomorrow. I tried to shoo him away then. I mean, if Sebastien knew he was around, he’d probably...well, let’s just say, he wouldn’t like it. But Beadsley can’t fly, he’s helpless. Look at him, Ry. He’s adorable. And the size of a guinea pig. I mean, what harm can he do?”

The tiny bundle of black and red fur closes its eyes. Ryder nearly chokes on her words when it begins to purr. “Sophie, where there is one there could be others. I mean, what’s it doing here? We are nearly a hundred kilometres from Blackrhine Hill. What if others are coming? Like big, scary angry parents? What if they find us?” 

“I tried to make him go away, Ry. I truly did.” Sophie blinks, eyes glistening. “But Beadsley kept following me. All the way up the hill. It was so sad, little thing can only use three legs.”

Beadsley? That’s the best Sophie could do?

“We have to tell him,” Ryder says.

Sophie sighs, and the Celtren shifts in her lap, curling its head against its chest. “I know. I know. Can you just give me a few more minutes?”

Ryder tucks her knees beneath her chin, grateful for the sawdust beneath her that dulls the chill of the concrete floor. “Okay, sure. Just a few minutes.”

The Celtren’s purr echoes off the corrugated iron walls. Ryder yawns, rubbing at her eyes. 

“So nothing then?” Sophie whispers, stroking the creature’s red-black speckled fur. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You know what I mean.” Sophie watches her, hazel eyes soft. “You’ve truly not been in contact with Padellah...or Lucas?”

Ryder shakes her head, and rests her chin on her knees. “I told you I haven’t.” She holds up her bare wrists. “And Sebastien confiscated the elthar, so if that had something to do with it then I’m out of luck there.”

“Sebastien is just looking out for you. You get that, right? I mean you need to be invisible. Promise me you’re not trying to reach them, Ry? I know it’s hard but-” Sophie shudders, and the Celtren lets out an indignant chirrup before resettling itself. “You saw what those people are capable of. The thought of them getting hold of you...” She blinks, and Ryder catches the glistening of tears.

“Hey, Soph, even if I did want to contact Padellah, you heard what Sebastien said about that nerser security thing he’s got set up. Those drones are creating a telepathic stone wall. I’m cut off,” she laughs, bitter and short. 

Sophie eyes her, tilting her head to one side, strands of red hair sliding to rest against her nose. “You know I’m dying to find out if they are all okay. I feel sick every time I let myself think too much about Jack, Lucas...Christian.” She pauses. “I know Sebastien said he’s safe, but we don’t know for sure do we? And it sucks. I’m guessing it’s even harder for you, knowing that, maybe, you have the ability to find out. But please, Ry. After nearly losing you at the pool house...”

The tears materialise, sliding down Sophie’s cheek. She brushes them away, forcing a crooked smile. “I’m so overtired it’s not funny.”

Ryder matches her wonky smile. “Yeah, I can relate to that.”

Brushing her hair behind her ear, Sophie sniffs. “I can’t stop wondering if Kye is taking that footage we’re seeing on the news too. It would be just like my brother, ignoring all the guns and road blocks, never mind the state-of-emergency declarations.” She wipes at her face, and continues before Ryder can reply. “Do you think she’s home yet? Olessia, I mean.”

Ryder shrugs. “If she is, then why hasn’t everything gone back to normal, like the weather, and the Hill? The Celtren and the Placers are still arriving and the sky looks like it’s trying to turn itself inside out.”

Ryder rubs at her neck, as much to ease the ache there as to wipe away thoughts of her city, full of monsters.

“I don’t know, Ry. But then, I don’t know much right now. Just that we need to keep you safe until everything does go back to normal.” Sophie stabs the air to accentuate her point. 

“Yup. Normal. Cause nothing says normal like astral projection.”

Sophie’s eyebrows lift. “Do you think that’s what it was?” 

“No idea.” Ryder clutches her knees harder, biting at the inside of her cheek, fighting the unsettling sense she’s been abandoned; that perhaps Padellah only ever wanted to protect Olessia, not her. And now that Olessia has gone, Ryder is on her own. 

“And Sebastien doesn’t know about Padellah?” Sophie says.

Ryder shakes her head. She’s had plenty of chances to tell him. He knows something is up with her anyway. But she just can’t bring herself to do it. It’s enough he knows she’s some kind of walking Beckoning shield. He’s already staring at her like she has two heads. 

Sophie returns to stroking the Celtren. “Have you asked Sebastien for any elthar lessons? Did he say why he thinks you can use it at all?” 

Ryder rolls her eyes. “There’s hardly been time for that. I’ve been same as you, stuck on a boat and then breaking into people’s houses. Kind of busy. And did you miss the hundred lectures we’ve had from Sebastien about being low key? I’m guessing that includes not flying around the neighbourhood.”

Sophie stares hard at her. “You haven’t asked a single question, have you? You’re scared of the answers.”

“No, I’m not.” Ryder shrugs, crossing her arms tight. Almost true, she’s not scared. She’s terrified. That girl who traipsed up the staircase at Clarendon House, with her EVP recorders and K-2 meters hunting for ghosts, seems like a total stranger. 

The silence is disturbed only by the Celtren’s purr. Ryder’s teeth chatter from the cold. 

“Maybe you should go have some breakfast,” Sophie says. “Might make you feel better.” 

“Not hungry.”

More silence. Ryder keeps her eyes on the wood shavings, digging her fingers into the pile. She’s frightened, but how must the others feel?

“They’re all going to be okay, Ry,” Sophie whispers. “Lucas, Jack, Christian. Olessia. It will all be okay.”

Ryder bites back a retort and nods. “I feel so helpless...I mean...after everything. It seemed like I could...I dunno. I wanted to help them, protect them. And for a second it felt like I could. I could make it okay.” She raises her hands. “Now, I’m just hiding out. Running.”

“Because it’s the right thing to do. For now. Let him protect you, while you catch your breath and things calm down.”

Ryder lies back, not caring her hair is going to be full of wood shavings. “I don’t think I have time to catch my breath, Sophie. Sebastien wants us out of here because Tasmania is the one place on earth where rivers and slipstreams exist. What if I can’t reach Padellah once we’re on the mainland? How can I help Lucas then?”

“By looking after yourself, Ryder,” Sophie says. “It’s important to a lot of people, myself included, that you stay just the way you are, in one piece. Not a prisoner of some alien race who want to crack open your brain and see what makes you tick. Besides, there’s haunted places on the mainland, maybe they aren’t passageways between worlds like down here, but perhaps you can get a signal boost off them, or something.”

Ryder frowns. “I’m not a cell phone, Sophie. It’s not...”

She pauses, the frown deepening. They were drawn to Clarendon House because of its paranormal reputation, only it wasn’t spirits of the dead hiding out there. What if other haunted locations in Tasmania hide the same secret? Slipstreams. Inter-world jump off points. 

Sophie touches Ryder’s boot. “You all right?” 

“Yeah. I’m good.” Really good.

The farmhouse sits just outside the town of New Norfolk; home to the old Willow Court Asylum and Hospital. Abandoned now-with plans to turn it into fancy apartments-it has a formidable reputation for hauntings, often mentioned in the same breath as Clarendon House. But unlike Clarendon, Ryder and Sophie have been to Willow Court previously. A ghost-tour a couple of years back. The energy of the place made the hairs on Ryder’s arms stand to attention. They caught nothing on camera, no galactic princess jumping from the shadows, but it was a long time ago. Well before Ryder learned the truth about herself. Long before she came into contact with Olessia. Perhaps things are different now, and this time she can use the asylum’s crazy energy to reach Padellah. 

The thought of Lucas and Jack, both injured prisoners, churns Ryder’s stomach. She sits up, staring at Sophie and the Celtren. Her friend’s eyes are bright with adoration for the strange bundle in her lap. Suddenly, a new idea takes hold. One that will keep the Celtren away from Sebastien, and put Ryder right where she wants to be. If Sophie believes Willow Court might offer a way to send the Celtren back to its home world, safe from Sebastien, chances are she’ll at least consider Ryder’s plan.

“You know what?” Ryder rises to her feet, dusting shavings off her pyjama pants. “We’re not going to tell Sebastien about the Celtren-”

“Really?” Sophie’s smile beams wide. 

Ryder’s fingers twitch with the lie and she drums them against her leg in a nervous pattern. “Yeah. He’s stressed out enough as it is. Telling him seems like a way to put him in another bad mood.”

“When did he get out of the last one?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Sure do.” Sophie narrows her eyes. “You have your idea-face on. Spill.”

“I think I know how to get Beadsley back to where he came from.”
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Olessia

Olessia scrambles from the water, coughing up a lungful of gritty liquid, mud sucking at her bare feet. She moves cautiously through the zig-zag of tree roots clinging to the water’s edge. Beneath her skin, the Beckoning vibrates with stinging intensity. Olessia grits her teeth. Calm down. 

But no measured breath stifles the Beckoning’s rise. Olessia lets out a cry, frustration and raw anger mingling to make her sound like some kind of Sirosen wild animal. Falling to her knees, Olessia slams her hands into the mud, cool against the searing heat of her skin. A hollow groan fills the air. The great ancient trees of the Tarkine forest shift under the cruel touch of the Beckoning. Their massive trunks and heavy branches sway against its pull. Dragging herself to her feet, Olessia breaks into a run. The three vessels in her torso—hearts, the humans would name them—pump in synchronised rhythm, one after the other. Faster and faster, but her speed alone does not set them thumping. The Beckoning roars with building strength. The beast eats at every inch of her, heating her innards. 

Entering the Rising was a mistake. Letting her emotions overcome her there, even more foolish. Her anger fed the beast, and consumed her physical self while her eidolon wandered. 

In the darkness thorned shrubs strike at her. The thick undergrowth renders a quickened pace far too dangerous, an injury is all but assured at this speed, but she must return to Aresh and the sanctuary she alone can offer. 

Calm down. Stay calm. Olessia fights to steady her breathing. Focus.

When Ryder was with her, the calmness arrived so easily. But the girl is far from here. Safe. With Sebastien. At least, that is what Olessia’s been told. Perhaps Ryder is no safer than Christian. Anger coils at the pit of Olessia’s stomach, readying to strike again. 

Faster, move faster. The shadows around her shiver and lighten. A glow, still very faint, begins to take shape around the living organisms surrounding her. Olessia’s world fills with vivid colour, as it always does when the Beckoning gains a foothold.

“No. Stay away.”

Under the Beckoning’s touch, the hidden becomes visible. The life forces engulfing every living thing reveal themselves to her. Ready to do as she bids. As the Beckoning bids.

Heat, near unbearable, sends sweat to her brow and dampens her top lip. The Beckoning, pure wildness, pure abandon, pulls at her. Whispering to her of chaos and freedom. Brushing at her with promises that grow increasingly hard to resist. Olessia slams her hand against the silver trunk of a nearby tree, letting the solid impact ground her. A shimmer of light flares to her right. A gnarled, great tree, bows beneath the touch of the Beckoning. But the force has chosen an easy target; the plant’s aura radiates a sickly orange hue, far paler than in a healthy specimen. Despite the increasing weight of her own bones, Olessia breaks into a faster pace, eyes fixed ahead. But it’s impossible not to see the multitude of colours streaming from the trees around her. It’s impossible not to feel the Beckoning calling to them through her own body.

“Olessia, what have you done?” Aresh races through a gap in the trees up ahead, white hair flowing out behind her. 

“Get the senlier,” Olessia says, forcing the words through clenched teeth. 

Aresh raises her hands, the fine gold circlet already in her grasp. Olessia hurls herself forward, wrapping her arms around her aunt. The senlier’s metal ice is cold against her forehead as Aresh presses the circlet into place. “Hold on little one,” she whispers. 

Olessia shuts her eyes, burrowing her face into the folds of Aresh’s thick white jumper, bracing for the sharp jolt to come. It arrives and she cries out against the sudden and violent repulsion, as the senlier forces the Beckoning back down into the sub-conscious abyss it rose from. Aresh’s embrace tightens. Behind closed eyes, Olessia’s world flickers with light, the Beckoning’s hold on the auras weakening and the life-forces scattering. Though the release of the auras is breathtakingly beautiful, this is the stage Olessia dreads the most. The release digs like claws of ice into the Beckoning’s impossible heat. Olessia’s knees buckle and Aresh moves with her. They both kneel on the damp ground, the forest whisper-quiet.

Aresh brushes the damp hair from Olessia’s forehead. “Tell me what happened.”

The memory of why all this began floods in. And with it, Olessia’s anger. Still simmering, still dangerous. 

“I saw Christian.” Little point in lying. Petra is likely to tell Aresh the truth before long. “You said he was safe. That is not true. He is with that Zentai’s guardian. They’re hunting for Lucas, as much as they are me and they will use Petra to find him.” 

Aresh releases her and stands. “You saw him?” 

Olessia recognises the rumble of displeasure in her voice. 

“Yes.” She pulls back her shoulders despite the ache there. “I went into the Rising. There seemed little harm in conversing with him one more time.” Olessia blinks at her aunt’s sharp intake of breath. “If you are concerned, know that I didn’t try to locate Ryder-”

“Why would you take such a risk, Olessia? After all the warnings I gave.” Aresh drags her to her feet. “Move. We need to leave.”

Drained from the Shift and the Beckoning alike, Olessia offers little resistance. 

“You told me he was safe,” she says. 

Aresh stops dead, glaring at her. “Why then did you doubt me? I am beyond confounded by your incessantly unreasonable behaviour, Olessia. If anyone has endangered the boy, it is you. Again.” She glances up at the tree canopy before grasping Olessia’s arm, and setting off.

Tripping over her own feet, Olessia struggles to pull away. But her aunt is far stronger than she appears. “I agreed to leave, days ago, Aresh.” Olessia’s shout echoes into the treetops. “Yet you have held us here. Let us be done with this place, with these people.” 

“The timing must be right.” Aresh’s words come in a prickly, low whisper. “For Verran and for us. Entering a slipstream, with only me to escort and protect you, puts us at great risk. And gives us but one chance.”

The cottage looms ahead. A basic structure, built from dark wood and tin roofing, but comfortable and warm inside. Aresh releases her grip on Olessia’s arm. “Put some clothes on. We are leaving. Now.”

Olessia has all but forgotten her nakedness. Turning back towards the now-hidden lake, she bites her lip. The shirt Sophie gave her, the pale pink one with the strangely amusing animal face on it, remains in the mud at the water’s edge. “Wait, I left-”

“Olessia, do as you are told. Anything left behind must stay that way. For good.”

Olessia shivers and turns her back on her aunt. Stepping into the cottage, the heat from the open fire greets her. Aresh follows close behind, slamming the door, and disappearing into the kitchen without another word. 

The bathroom fills with steam, but Olessia remains beneath the searing water. Her skin does not redden as a human’s would, but the warmth soothes her burdened senses. Droplets pounding her back, Olessia entertains ideas of how she might evade Aresh once they enter a slipstream. Running again. And maybe, when everyone has given up looking for her, returning here; to Ryder and Sophie and Christian. 

Incessantly unreasonable behaviour. 

Perhaps.

After long minutes she steps out of the shower, and towels off, pulling on some clothes she removed from a drawer in one of the bedrooms; a pair of black jeans, a size too big, and a pale blue hoodie with a familiar yellow logo on its front. Clearly one of Christian’s, left here from a previous visit. She sighs, sticking her hands into the jumper’s pouch-like pockets. The anger and the Beckoning nestle deep and quiet within her, the senlier suppressing both. Olessia touches her fingers to the base of her eyes. She can barely summon the energy to think at all, let alone construct a meaningful escape plan. 

Olessia heads into the cabin’s main room; a lounge area with a leather couch and a box-shaped glass coffee table, a red, wooden rocking chair, a bookshelf and the small black box—the television—now silent. The fire crackles, radiating warmth, while a marble clock on the mantle taps out the seconds. Brushing her fingers over the fine chain at her neck, Olessia finds the clasp and removes the inhibitor necklace, letting it coil in the palm of her hand. She stares at it for a moment, before setting the chain down on the mantle. The elthar bracelets are next. Olessia slides them from her wrists and lays them alongside the necklace. The senlier follows. The Beckoning buries itself deep, and with Aresh so close, Olessia holds no fears the beast will escape her again. 

For what time remains here, in the Iondar Realm, Olessia wishes to be free of all restraints, as close to human as possible. Once she returns to Siros, those freedoms will be removed, her life once again not her own. She nestles into the corner of the couch, tucking her feet up beneath her, laying her head against the bulge of the cushion. Intending only to close her eyes a moment. 

They have found us, Aresh. What would you have me do? 

The panicked mindreach jerks Olessia awake. Disorientated, she almost slides from the couch. 

Ensure their distraction. The unmistakable flow of Aresh’s thought pattern, cool and impeccably calm. Keep them focused on you, and the boy.

The reply wavers, the mindreach so faint and fragile Olessia struggles to catch it. Of course, but you understand our enemies’ strength. I cannot ensure the safety of the boy. 

I know you will do what you can, and that is all that can be asked of you. Olessia’s time in the Rising has led them to you, as I feared it would. I’ve begun preparations to leave, I can await Verran’s signal no longer. Give me the time I require, Petra. This is not what I wished for you, or the boy, but it has been taken from my hands. 

The mindreach falls silent. Olessia pushes herself off the couch, fear choking the air from her. Only one boy hides with Petra. One boy Aresh now instructs the woman to use. A decoy, to enable the Laudine and Laudess of Bax Un Tey opportunity to escape. 

Of course, Aresh. You have my loyalty. Another brief pause. And I know Lucas has your protection, whatever may become of me. 

Without question. Goodbye, Petra. May we sit in each other’s company again.

Olessia jumps to her feet, knocking against the glass coffee table, and sending its contents clattering onto the wooden floor. She races to the mantle-piece, snatching up the elthar bracelets and shoving them back onto her wrists. 

Her short-lived attempt to play human is over. 
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Olessia

Silence rushes in, deep and impenetrable, filling the void where the mindreach between Aresh and Petra moved back and forth just a moment ago. Olessia clutches the back of the couch to steady herself, Aresh’s words echoing in her head. If anyone has endangered the boy, it is you.

“Olessia?” Aresh hurries into the room. Her human clothing retains none of the regality of her Siros robes. The black pants and simple floral blouse make her petite frame appear even more delicate. “You should not have intruded on that conversation.”

Olessia raises her hands, warding her aunt to stay back. “We have to help Christian.” 

“The best way to help him now, Olessia, is to do what is intended. We must go, now. Tonight. We cannot wait for Verran’s signal.”

Olessia shakes her head, letting go of the couch and straightening. “No. That is impossible-”

“It is not impossible. It is what is going to happen. Do you see now? What danger you have put them all in?”

They have not spoken Ryder’s name since they bid her farewell at the school, as though leaving it unsaid will shield her in some way. Render her invisible. Safe. But what if Ryder learns of the danger Olessia has placed Christian in? 

How could she expect Ryder to look at her, let alone help her?

The skies release a downpour. The torrential rain hammers the cottage’s iron roof, drumming a chaotic pattern. Beyond the lounge room’s wide window, flecks of white are visible. Frozen pellets of liquid, quickly blanketing the ground with a thin layer of white. 

“The weather system becomes increasingly unstable.” Aresh’s slim eyebrows curve with a frown. “Do you remember I told you last night that the timing must be right?” She doesn’t wait for Olessia to respond. “Well, I have not told you of a factor that affects that timing greatly. Verran and I believe there is something wrong with the Paldrian River gateway. It remains active, as it would when a craft with river-travel capabilities approaches it. But nothing is detected there. No hint of either Siros or Zentai tech. No craft.”

“So the humans then...they do have a weapon? Something they’ve modified from our technology?” The weight on Olessia’s chest lifts a little. If the humans have done such a thing, then all this is not entirely her fault. Rather, the fault may lie with Aresh herself. A very long time ago the Laudine made a grave mistake. For all her perfection and control, Aresh was responsible for an Aventar falling into human hands.

“This is far beyond them.” Aresh smooths the ruffles lining the front of her blouse. “Reverse engineering a single Aventar, a partially destructed one at that, to produce the sort of energy required to hold open the Paldrian River...it is...it is just not possible. Not for the humans.”

Olessia gazes at the flurry of white outside, noting the subtle undercurrent of doubt running through Aresh’s words. She starts when Aresh appears right beside her, elthar cuffs aglow. 

“Forgive me.” Aresh places her hands to Olessia’s temples, pressing something against the skin there.

“Aresh,” Olessia cries, her fingers flying to her head, touching at the smoothness of metal. Her world dims, her knees threaten to buckle. Aresh embraces her, guiding her to the lounge.

“This must be done, and for that I am sorry. But I feel your resistance, little one, and it must be stifled.” Aresh steps back. “You will adjust in a moment. Just regulate your breathing. This will do you no harm.”

“No harm? Aresh...what have you done-” Olessia gasps at the prickling sensation building through her skull. She recognises the device pressed to her head; a Lelle-car. The small triangular buds clasped to her temples enable mind control. The latest of her Father’s productions. The Lelle-car effectively brain-washes those it touches, enslaves them to the will of the Presider. Usually implanted in the prisoners of war he drags back to Siros, from his never-ending conflicts; an instant army of slaves to build Siros cities and infrastructure. 

Aresh has taken Olessia prisoner. She forces Olessia’s knees to bend, and seats her on the leather lounge.

“Aresh...stop this...” Olessia’s pulses race. The prickling feeling morphs into tiny stabs of pain. As though a knife point traces a path down the length of her neck. 

Stop fighting and the pain will ease. You cannot overcome me, little one. We both know that.

Olessia shakes her head, digging her fingers into the leather with a grip so tight it threatens to pierce the material. Aresh kneels beside her, the senlier in her grasp. She raises the slender circlet and places it gently on Olessia’s head. Olessia’s mind screams at her body to fight, for her head to shake the senlier free, her legs to find their strength and run. But Aresh speaks truth. Olessia cannot overcome her. The Lelle-car magnifies the controller’s telepathic and telekinetic ability, and it has long been said that Aresh rivals her brother, the Presider, in those strengths. 

Olessia rises to her feet, despite her own ferocious attempts not to. Aresh makes her way to the mantle-piece and lifts the inhibitor chain. 

“Forgive me.” Aresh leans close, re-clasping the inhibitor around Olessia’s neck. Enslaving her completely. 

“Never.” Olessia’s entire body shakes, the muscles in her calves spasming with a confusion of mixed signals. Aresh presses her lips to Olessia’s forehead. 

“You will in time. When you understand there was no other way. I know you will not leave the boy, but he is a sacrifice you must make.” Aresh touches her fingers to the logo on the blue hoodie, a ripple of anguish crossing her features. “I truly am sorry. Let us go.”

She presses Olessia forward, forcing her legs to take one step at a time towards the door. Olessia strains against her body’s movement but the door grows ever closer. For the first time in her life, she longs for the terrible pulse of the Beckoning. But it doesn’t even flutter inside her. Even her anger lies subdued, flattened into a weak and pathetic thing by the overbearing power of Aresh and the Lelle-car.

They step out into the elements. Harsh flecks of frozen rain unkind against Olessia’s skin. Aresh slides Olessia’s elthar onto her wrists, and the metal flares to life, casting a glow that mingles with the light of Aresh’s own. Olessia’s feet lift from the ground, her body dragged into the air at Aresh’s will. The Siros do not cry as humans do, but this, Olessia is certain, is a moment that warrants it. The downpour eases as they rise, a gentler flow that coats her face, making artificial tears flow. The cabin grows miniscule beneath them. They continue upward, breaking through the tree cover. Olessia loses sight of the cottage, as it is swallowed by the dense forest. She tilts her head. She is able to make small movements but nothing that can pull her from the path Aresh sets for her. They draw closer to the thick layer of swirling cloud. The icy shards return, hitting at Olessia’s face and finding their way down the neck of the hoodie. She cannot move her hands to touch the fabric. 

They push into the cloud cover, headed for the clearer weather above. Olessia stares straight ahead. The inhibitor necklace stops her from mindreaching Aresh, but Olessia sends out her thought anyway. Over and over. Loud and clear in her own imprisoned mind.

I will never forgive you.
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Olessia

For almost two hours they have been sky bound. Aresh abandoned her plan of travelling above the storm front after noticing aircraft in the distance, and guided Olessia back beneath the heavy, roiling cloud cover, skimming low over seemingly unending forest. The rain ceased some time ago, though the dampness of the air threatens an imminent downpour. 

Yet again, Aresh attempts conversation. “That is Cradle Mountain to the east. I travelled there with Jack.” 

Olessia stares in the opposite direction. Aresh may be a noted diplomat on Siros, but no amount of negotiation will bring peace to this situation. Olessia’s actions are controlled by Aresh’s manipulation of the Lelle-car, akin to being locked inside a vehicle driven out of your control, but Olessia’s thoughts, venomous as they are, remain her own. 

Up ahead, the speckled lights of a town nudge at the expanse of forest. 

“Queenstown.” Aresh persists with conversing, nothing if not stubborn. “There is a slipstream there that will have to suffice. It was not my first choice, it is far less stable than Clarendon House, but considering we’ve had no word from Verran to confirm his decoy has been successful, I cannot risk that location.”

Olessia says nothing. If Aresh expects an answer, she will wait a lifetime. The town draws into clearer focus. It sits nestled at the base of bald-headed mountains that surround it in an L-shape. An insubstantial town, a solitary main street with a smattering of colourful buildings. At its heart stands an ornate building painted in hues of yellow and peach, a jet black clock in its turret tower. Aresh hovers them over a hillside that slopes down towards the town. She gazes east, eyes narrowed in concentration. Olessia allows herself a tight smile. The device she is certain Aresh carries, one that would readily guide them to the slipstream’s exact location, cannot be used here safely. Activating the locator would mean generating a notable energy source; a pinpointing flare for anyone searching for such a sign. Aresh will need to use her own senses, but her extrasensory skills are already under considerable strain. Burdened with the task of imprisoning Olessia.

“Almost there, Olessia,” Aresh says. “This is almost over.”

Olessia attempts to lift her hand, but the effort required is not unlike trying to swim through a Ged-wan swamp.

“I wish to scratch my face,” Olessia says. “If that is alright with you.” 

Perhaps Aresh is grateful Olessia has finally spoken, because the restriction lessens. Olessia runs her fingers up her cheek, all the way to the Lelle-car buds at her temple. Three of them press at the skin there. Aresh is not taking any chances. So far as Olessia is aware, most lifeforms can be controlled by a single bud. Olessia urges her fingers higher, attempting to try and edge a nail under the rim of the senlier pressed round the crown of her head. An unseen force tugs Olessia’s finger away.

“Let
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