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For my parents.     
As a teenager, I drove you insane. Now it’s your turn.
Enjoy retirement.
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Chapter one
Mainil


Giggles are a rare commodity and in recent months have become all but eradicated. When I hear them, actual signs of happiness, I savor those scarce moments like a bottle of vintage wine, afraid they will be gone forever. Especially when they come from the youth. They don’t get these moments often. One of my fears is later generations will never know the true meaning of being content. 
None of them know happiness. They never had the privilege of experiencing it. Many of the younger generations have never lived a happy day in their life. Only a few have, but that’s because they come from wealth and they haven’t figured out they’re owned. They will soon. Everyone realizes it. Sometimes too late.
“Bequin, stop splashing! You’re making a mess!” a young girl cries out while taking a bath in the women’s servant pool. Thirty women ranging from young to frail bathe together in a heated pool. The older ones watch the children splash and play. Some look remorseful, but some of their eyes reflect the watery image with a nostalgic glow, remembering better times.
This is where I come to be free, if only for a brief period before returning to my duty. Some treat me differently because of my title. I don’t take offense. If I were them, I’d stay far away. It’s safer. Still, when I have time to relax, I come here for some sense of normalcy. I need to witness compassion, kindness, even if I’m not involved. Knowing that it still exists gives me hope.
“Mainil, you’re needed at the table.” A female slicer appears by the robes hanging on hooks.
I nod and watch the slicer disappear. They aren’t allowed to slice individuals about the castle since the king’s daughter convinced her own slicer to escape. My slicer, Wex, has been moved to a different position, if he’s still in the fortress or alive. He wasn’t only a confidante, but my bodyguard as well.
No one is allowed those anymore. Nobody is guarded. No one is safe. But it’s not like I ever was. He removed our false senses of protection and now I can’t pretend I’m safe. I know I’m in danger. We all are. Danger is coming and the battle looming in the back of our minds will arrive sooner rather than later. I’ve heard whispers that the Druids are ready to share their weapon with us, to introduce her to the Fae who support her. The girl—she’s an ignorant child thrust into a war, and soon, if the Saoirson Fighters get their way, she’ll lead their army into battle when I’m uncertain if she’s ever been in a fight.
I shake my head and get out of the pool. Beads of water run off my body as I walk to the hooks lining the walls hung with dry clothes and towels. A clean yellow dress hangs ready, my council pin attached. I’ve always hated how heavy the clasped hands felt on my chest. They’re supposed to symbolize unity. All I see is the king’s hands, how he sits on his throne when deciding judgment with a wicked sneer.
What could be the problem now? What could have happened within the last hour? Who does he want dead? What law does he want to pass to further enslave his people? And do I have enough strength left in me to do his bidding?
As I pull the dress over my head, a waft of prisenta flowers comes off it. They add prisenta oil to the pools too, so not only are our clothes scented but our skin too. All the female servants smell like the delicate, pink flowers. Sweet, fragrant, abundant, and easily grown, just like all of his slaves. We’re to be pretty to look at, unable to defend ourselves, and easily replaceable.
My braids cascade down my back as I free them from the water cap I wear to keep them dry. I’ll have to apply more oil to them tonight.
Dressed and ready, I walk down the corridor and up three flights of stairs until I’m in the central hallway of the castle. From here, it’s another four floors and two corridors to his chamber. I hurry, not wanting to keep him waiting, though it’s hard with the sheer vastness of the fortress.
Inside the chamber, Andel with her piercing yellow eyes, Tepyine with his sour expression, and Rapquin with his hopeful outlook, are already seated around the black wooden table. I pull out my matching chair and wait to be needed.
We don’t speak. We don’t move. We have perfected the act of being still. Of being silent.
Any noise might distract us from the slightest sound, warning us of impending death. Death, in the form of a substance we didn’t have a name for prior to his return. No one recalled him being this powerful before his brief furlough, though no one ever pays attention to the middle child. When he arrived to claim the throne, after both his siblings were assassinated, he showed us what he was capable of and said he would use his gift to protect everyone. Help everyone.
He lied. The substance that flows from his fingertips is a river of desolation.
His victims only scream audibly for a moment before they are snuffed out, but even I have watched the bubbles and waves that continue long after their death and wonder about the morbid movement. If I utter a word about my thoughts, I know I will meet the same fate.
Everyone who’s this close to him knows from a deadly example how to behave. We watch each other’s movements and decipher hidden meanings in every act. Everybody hides something. Everyone. Especially those who work around me—those closest to the king. You don’t make it this far up the chain of command without secrets. Yemon knows that when he comes to collect every soul and bring them to the spring of eternal youth, each one has a secret to tell. And here, in this bleak place, we build upon them, crafting them into endless lies that improve our survival. It will take a lifetime to tell Yemon all my secrets before he can deliver me to everlasting happiness, far from this cursed place.
A scream echoes off the walls. But my name isn’t called. I don’t move. The scream turns into a gasp and then silence. He must have added another to the black, lifeless lake. Some days, he likes to sit above the withering pool of tar and smile at it. In those moments, I know he’s beyond sinister. The way his lips curl into a smile, baring his teeth like a savage animal. To know such evil exists and that I serve it, to look into his eyes daily and ask how can I please him, is horrifying.
I ask myself too often how can anyone stop the sheer definition of annihilation? Of death? How can we win? When I’m consumed with gloom, I remind myself that my life has more purpose. I can’t die yet or I will never revenge everyone who has perished. And they deserve some type of peace. Some meaning to their death. Everyone does.
I listen to the screams and the gurgles coming from his death chamber without making a sound. Even the slightest muscle movement can give away a lethal emotion.
Tonight, he’s angry. We might not hear a warning.
“Andel. Tepyine.”
Both members stand quietly and gulp, just like so many when they’re about to meet the king, knowing he’s in a foul mood.
“Yes, your highness,” they say together, no longer in view.
I won’t dare turn my head or peer into the king’s chambers. Sitting still at the council table is as close as I’ll go unless called. The noises that come from his room are all I need to know. They give me enough information.
“The luxury cells—prepare them for my sister and nephews. Have them taken into custody as soon as their new accommodations are ready,” he says, so hushed that I strain to hear those baleful words.
Only Rapquin and I are left at the table and he won’t move unless told to breathe. To think of it, I haven’t either.
None of us know each other well. We never talk about our families, dreams, or hobbies—people in our position can’t afford any leverage in blackmail. I’ve never told him what my favorite dish is, and we’ve been by each other’s side for years. How could food be used against me? Perhaps poison. Lull me into a false sense of comfort by presenting me my favorite meal, seasoned perfectly, covering up the deadly concoction hidden inside. But it would be nice to share a meal with him while gazing into his remorseful teal eyes. I’d find a way to make him laugh while we took a stroll along the piers, sipping deep red wine late into the morning. I’ve dreamed of that night every night since we met.
That night will never happen. Our chance will never happen.
Without a second thought, I blurt out, “Stuffed molks with dumplings in a homemade sut broth. My mom made it every week. I could eat twenty dumplings in one sitting.” With tears in my eyes, I say, “They were so yummy.”
He looks at me like I just answered a question that has plagued him.
I swallow, realizing how intimate we’ve become. How vulnerable this makes me, but from the look on his face, the way his chest moves, I know he feels the same way I do. “I’m going to ask the cooks for a plate now. I could use some comforts of home.”
Rapquin nods. He says nothing. He absorbs the information I just gave him, thinking of where my mother could have lived and cooked molks with a sut broth. There are only so many places with that cuisine. I’m not afraid for her. She’s been dead for decades.
After a few moments of awkward silence, I get up.
“Mainil,” he says, making me stop and turn. A smile slowly moves his lips in a way I have never seen before. It makes me melt, just like I dreamed it would. “I’d like to join you sometime for dinner, when you aren’t busy.”
“I’d like that. Tomorrow night,” I say, hoping it will happen but knowing it won’t.
“Yes,” he says. His smile’s the biggest I’ve ever seen. Joy radiates from his lips. “I’ve wanted to ask you so many times, but I was afraid. Tomorrow.”
I muster a smile and hope that tomorrow isn’t too late. “Me too.”
I hurry out of the room and run as fast as I can back to my suite. It’s sparse. It’s not home, so I didn’t take the time to make it appear that way. Behind my bed, I remove a fake white brick from the wall. Inside its secret compartment are three zappanas, a waterproof pouch full of provisions and clothes. I shove everything into a sack and replace the false brick in the wall.
My room’s close to Meloda’s. I’ve gone there countless times. Even though the sense of urgency runs through my veins, making my feet blur against the cold stone, I can’t help but reminisce along the way. My time spent here has been one of the most dreadful periods in my life, but knowing her and her sons has brought me joy.
As I near their suite, I slow and look around for anyone watching their door. There are no signs, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t watched. After a few breaths, hearing no one else, I dash across the hall.
I open the doors, feeling the static snap of the ward allowing me entrance. There are only five people who can enter this royal suite without dying when they cross the threshold without permission to enter. “My lady! Boys!”
“Mainil? What has happened?” Her gorgeous hair’s tied up in a great strawberry blonde bun, almost the size of her head.
“There’s no time. We must leave now.”
“Boys! At once.” She picks up her skirt and rushes through the living quarters and toward her master suite.
Her eldest, Mek, barges into the hallway. His broad shoulders take up almost the width of the hall. “Now?”
“Yes. We must. He has already given the order,” I tell the man I’ve had the privilege to watch grow before my eyes like a son. “Where’s your brother?”
“Here. I had to grab a couple of things.”
“Only what’s important,” I tell the boy who always has his nose in a book, and has since before he could speak.
“Records are important. Only what’s needed,” he says, slipping the sheets of paper inside a waterproof sack.
“Hurry down the stairs quickly,” their mother says, opening the secret door in her closet.
I close and lock the secret passageway behind us. We climb down three floors of steep, slippery stairs in almost complete darkness. If it weren’t for our single candle, carried by Meloda, we’d be blind. I stop in the main tunnel and search the cavernous room for any signs of soldiers. When I’m certain we’re alone, I look for a stone that’s smoother than others to the touch and in the shape of a ball. It should reveal another secret path that few know about. Brushing my hands against the wall, the boys mimic me, trying to find anything out of place. A constant dripping sound comes from farther down the passage. I panic. Every moment counts to ensure their escape, but what if we can’t find the right rock? Is there another way out?
“Is this it?” Liam asks.
I rush over and feel the rock his hands are on. It has to be it. I push the rock inward. A creak comes from somewhere inside. The hidden door barely moves. It feels like the rock can move, but I’m not strong enough. “Mek, push it in.”
The young, muscular man shoves his bodyweight into the rock. The door cracks open more, but not wide enough for any of us to fit through.
“Harder! Push with everything you have!” his mother demands.
He grunts and leans forward, pushing the rock that won’t budge. His muscles bulge, sweat gathers on his brow. His brother jams himself against his brother’s back, pushing him more. Both young men strain, focusing on the one point. They moan in exhaustion and then finally the door opens.
Once everyone’s through, Mek and Liam pry the door shut. I know I’m not strong enough to move it. That’s okay.
We climb down five more flights of treacherous stairs and stop at a dark pool of water. The candlelight flickers on the water’s inky surface.
“Here, take them,” I say, handing them each a zappana. “This too. Food and clothes.”
Mek looks at me and sees that I’m not putting on a zappana. “Mainil, you need to come with us. They’ll kill you. Take mine. I’ll fight. I can hold my breath and—”
“No, dear boy! They need you. Your people need you. The three of you must live. If the resistance has any hope—if she has any hope of killing him—she needs you. I’ve done my part. Now do yours. Don’t mess this up. Survive.”
Meloda puts down the candlestick, turns, and hugs me, crying harder than the day her husband was murdered. The day we became close. “You’re my sister. I can’t leave you.”
“You must for your sons. For our home. You have to.” I hold her face and wipe away her tears like I always have. “I love you. Now, go.”
Mek shakes his head. “Once we’re through, I’ll swim back with one of theirs—”
“It’ll be too late. Don’t waste my sacrifice. Now go!”
“Come,” Liam says. He’s too smart. He knows his brother won’t make it back in time. When they make it to the other side, he’ll be the one to convince his brother to keep moving. Even if Mek doesn’t want to listen to his younger brother, he has calculated all the possibilities and knows there’s no hope for me. He gives me a mousy smile and a gentle hug. “I love you. Thank you,” he says, then takes his mother by the hand, leading her into the water.
The boys who I helped raise look pale and somber. Mek grabs his mother’s other hand and drags her farther in. She follows and weeps.
Mek turns around. “If we can swim fast enough, I can come back…”
“Don’t worry about me, my child,” I say and wade into the water to cup his scratchy cheek. I remember the first day he shaved. “I won’t be here if you come back. Protect your mother. Protect your brother. And for the love of Yemon, don’t terrify that girl. She’s gone through enough, and we need her on our side. It’s time for her to learn the truth. Him too. He deserves it after everything he has gone through. Tell Brynjar I’m sorry.”
Mek nods. I give them all one more rushed hug and push them into the water.
“Go! Hurry!”
I watch them disappear underwater. They don’t resurface. I stare at the water and pray to Yemon that Mek listens. The boy is stubborn and cares too much. It will break him one day. Thankfully, his logical brother is by his side to support him when that day comes.
Movement echoes on the stairs above. They found the passages. I search the spacious room for a place to hide. A shadow of any kind to conceal myself in, but there are none. I blow out the candle left behind. Metal pounds on the stairs. There are only a few more moments left.
That’s all I have. Will they take me alive and bring me before the king so he can turn me into tar? A chill goes down my back. I won’t let that happen. I refuse.
I take the pin strapped to my chest. My marker. My title. My freedom.
Taking the sharp needle, I puncture my skin at the wrist and drag the pin along the vein going up my arm. The pain doesn’t register as I rip through my flesh, wiggling the metal, opening my vein more and more. I do the same to the other arm. The dripping of blood drowns out the stomping feet marching toward me. I don’t even hear their shouts. Their words are inaudible. I see lips moving, but no noise. Only the delicate splashes of my blood falling into the water.
Drip, drip, drip.
I smile, close my eyes, and lean back, descending below the water’s surface. I’ll gladly drown in this pool of water, not in the king’s pool of tar.
As I sink, I dream once more of Rapquin. His lips I’ll never kiss. His laughter I’ll never hear. But I saw him smile.
And I smile for the last time.




Chapter two
Carmia


Within three days, all the crew on all four ships have become completely human. No powers. No differences. We’re all equal. This equality makes me feel humble—and yet on par with everyone around me for the first time in my life. No longer are my diluted gifts a burden, no longer do I feel inadequate, weaker. I’m still strong. I’m still smart. And I’m still victorious. 
The almost complete circle atoll before us is the first land we’ve come across. After circling the reef connecting the small islands, we’ve concluded that it isn’t inhabited. At least not right now. There’s a small structure and some signs that people were here, but there have been no fires at night or signs of movement.
After one night of studying the atoll from a distance, we’re going to set foot on this world and explore the land that looks like it could be part of Dalya. Thick foliage can be spotted on the larger islands. Some of them only have sparse bushes, tall grass, and vibrant flowers. Green-leafed palm trees with brown trunks are the majority of the trees.
The crew’s busy making preparations for the captains of each of the sisters to come ashore. The five of us, accompanied by the Ten, will row ashore and see what’s inside that structure. Our first mates will stay on the ship where they belong, making sure orders are carried out.
My first mate will have his hands full between the crew and children, who sound like they’re done with their letter work. Bangs and clangs and sounds of shuffling feet come from their room, but otherwise, they remain soundless. It’s amazing how fast they went from scribbling barely decipherable drawings to writing legible letters of the alphabet. Their young vocabulary is lacking, but they’re clever. The two boys behave like most rough boys: reckless, spontaneous, and learning most lessons through various degrees of pain. The two girls, however, are smart, careful, and observant. They notice the most subtle changes and point them out, questioning the new item or looking for the one that disappeared in their room. Being silent isn’t a burden to the sly girls—they use it to their advantage. Even though the boys are breakneck, the girls are going to be more mischievous in the future.
They still don’t have names and I’m not sure I should be the person to give them one. For the time being, I call them the color of their features. Brownie, Amber, Crystal, and Midnight. One day soon, I hope they will write what they would like to be called, whatever that may be. But we’ll wait for them to say who they are when they’re ready. For the most part, they trust and yearn for approval like children do; however, I still think Midnight and Amber may have some reservations about fully trusting us. They’re always studying us intently, as if attempting to read our thoughts before they decide. Overall, they seem to have settled into living on the ship and they enjoy their freedom, but cling to each other for comfort.
Even though the islands before us seem vacant, I always leave my cabin fully armed. I will never be caught without my twin whips or my needle-shaped dagger, Pick. It took some time getting used to my slowed movements, but I believe I can still wield my sharp metal whips without causing myself injury. It was risky wielding them without the gifts of a healer, but I believe that if in a dire situation, I can use them; they would just be my last option.
Two raspy knocks on my door tell me that my first mate is outside. His knock is unique to him.
“Come in.”
He’s no stranger to my quarters and has spent many hours with me, tangled in sheets, dripping sweat, moaning in ecstasy. He opens the door with a tan hand and steps into my room without closing it. Everyone must be ready. His eyes relay the message. It’s amazing how a squint from him can say so much.
“I take it they’re waiting for me?”
He grunts.
“Do you wish you could come ashore and step foot on land in this new world?”
He shrugs.
Nothing fazes him. No matter what, he will always stand here like water breaking around a boulder. Resilient, smart, and silent. If I were to take a husband, it would be him, but I vowed to never compromise, and marriage is all about negotiation. And that’s something I won’t do.
“Will you check on the kids? They should’ve finished their last assignment by now.”
His bald head nods slowly. His movements are always deliberate and never rushed.
“Hopefully the structure hints at who lived here and gives us some new information.”
He grunts and then leaves the room, not waiting for me to follow. He knows I won’t keep the men waiting. It’s not professional. And when the sanguineous Ten wait amongst the normal crew members, there’s bound to be blood spilled. The Ten always like to play stab-cut when they’re bored. They sniff out the weakest members like predators, and kill. Even now, being human without extra strengths or gifts, they’re still far more deadly than the average crew member, and less sane. They’ve honed their brutal skills and relish in death as one would rejoice in a babe’s birth.
I fix my shirt and adjust my boots, leaving my quarters before there’s more than one dead crew member.
[image: image-placeholder]The tiny islands connect to each other, creating a main lagoon. Below the waves, bright orange, yellow, and black fish dart along the ocean floor. Large flat fish with long and pointy barbed tails are chased by large predatory animals with enormous jaws and rows of sharp teeth. Sea spiders climb over the coral like mini mountains, using its crevices like caves to hide. Small black predators with fins on their backs wait for fish to scurry by before attacking. As our rowboats approach through the only pass on the atoll, they follow us in packs, like nundas.
Nevi teases the black-finned animals with a palka core. He giggles uncontrollably like a child, giving everyone a full view of his rotten mouth. His shifty orange eyes watch the animals leap, snapping their jaws at his treat. “They want it, but I won’t give it to them,” he cackles.
The fish jump out of the water, attempting to reach his extended arm. One creeps up on him from behind and launches itself, nearly takes off his arm, but he somehow lurches backward, his ass hitting the bottom of the boat with a thud. The moment the core struck the water, it was consumed in an eating frenzy. He crosses his arms and pouts, rubbing the arm he almost lost.
“Humph. Don’t provoke tose wit larger teet,” Kenel says, rowing steadily with his large hands. They’re smaller than before, but large in proportion to his gigantic body and bigger than the rest of us. That’s why he’s rowing my boat, along with Captain Nincin. Yin sits next to me, watching the shore, paying no mind to the antics in the boat behind us.
“That’s a good motto to live by, no matter what planet you’re on,” Maed quips.
Gwen shifts in her seat in front of Maed, who’s rowing their boat along with Adualar, the captain of the Raven. Both men row while Gwen half watches Nevi pouting beside her—it’s always good to have an eye on him. She also stares at the main island, her face expressionless.
The aquatic animals that chase after the boats are small enough to swim in knee-deep water, so we decide to paddle all the way to shore until we hit sand, not wanting to lose a foot—our healer is currently limited to ointments and bandages.
Bright red sea spiders scuttle across the beach carrying shells on their backs. After looking at them for a moment, I believe they aren’t part of their actual bodies, but I think they use them for shelter. We’ll find out at dinner. Massive sea spiders, some the size of a dog, climb up the trees, knocking off green fruit. They then crawl over to the fruit and break it apart with their claws. It takes a while to get through the husk, but when it does, it devours the white inner flesh. I’ve never seen such an animal act this way, grabbing chunks of the white flesh with their pinchers. It’s a marvel they know how to get into the husky fruit.
Always interested in wildlife, Sensi and Son, who look nothing like the Umbuttah men I’ve known for fifteen years, shuffle off to a tree, poking and picking up the slow-moving spiders. They seem more off balance since their wings have shrunken into their backs. The process sounded excruciating.
Kif hacks open a fruit and removes the outer husk. He takes out his knife and cuts it open, then hands me half to try. The brown scratchy outside is rough, but the bright white flesh looks like snow and tastes sweet, unlike anything I’ve ever eaten. The juice that runs out from its center is milky but flavored by the fruit’s sugary essence.
Odd pieces of debris litter the shore, like the kind we found on our first excursion to this world. The place of carnage with otherworldly material left behind, floating on the ocean’s surface. I’m unsure what kind of destruction can result in the land being swallowed by the sea, but I think we found its remains. It’s a mystery to us, this material that crunches in our hands but still holds a solid form. It’s found everywhere.
We follow the shoreline and come across paths that must lead to the structure we saw from Octavia. Along the path are firepits with tables and seats made of brown wood surrounding them. A round wheel made of a durable but soft material hangs from a tree: a seat that swings. A monument made of rock with an inscription is set back in a garden that looks like it has been tended. Some cultures bury their dead, leaving a statue or stone to mark the grave. This must be one of them.
The structure’s two floors are made of dark brown wood. Some sections are painted green, teal, and orange. Metal bins next to the structure appear to collect rainwater. The bins don’t look they were made here, which means they had to be imported from somewhere. I wonder where?
Benches and tables are scattered around the first floor. Flags the same shape but with different colors and symbols festoon the walls; however there’s no indication of what they represent. There’s a chest-high counter that reminds me of a bar. On the other side are empty shelves.
We follow the staircase up to the second floor, hoping to discover some useful information. We walk into a small kitchen with a basin at counter height. Plates, cups, bowls, utensils, and pans are in the cabinets. A small table big enough for two people takes up the middle of the tiny room. Branching off the main room are two smaller rooms with cots and a dresser.
We pull everything out of the cabinets and find odd boxes with what must be writing and pictures that look like food. Inside the boxes are odd material pouches that make crinkly noises when opened. Inside a clear pouch are tan squares that taste like almost stale bread covered in visible salt. The food isn’t bad, but it’s plain and makes me thirsty for some juice from the fruit with white flesh.
Metal containers with pictures of food on them are in the cabinets, too. The captain of Andromeda, Phazen, looks at one with little yellow cubes on it. He hits it on the counter, attempting to crack it open. After a few swings, it opens. Drops of clear liquid with tiny yellow beads ooze out of the metal. He holds it up to his mouth and tastes the new food. “Sweet, salty, water.” He shakes the can. “There is solid food in here, too. What tool do they use to open them?”
“Search the drawers. Every nook. Every spot. Find everything. I think we’ll come ashore tonight and have a feast of sea spiders and fruit, besides whatever’s edible in here. Sample this world’s bounty,” I tell the captains.
They agree and continue to make piles of everything they’re ransacking. In the room’s corner is a long black tube set on a tripod. The one end has a cover or cap. I take it off and it makes a pop sound, revealing a thick circle of glass. Looking through it, I can see far into the blue sky. I reposition the other end and look out across the sea, but everything becomes blurry. It’s some type of spyglass and it’s more powerful than any of the ones I’ve come across. On the outside is a knob with symbols. I turn it and find my view gets cloudier, so I twist the dial in the other direction until I’m able to see.
This, this spyglass, is worth a fortune. I glide my fingers over the smooth metal and announce, “This is mine.”
“What’s its purpose?”
The cold metal feels alive under my fingertips, like it’s the beginning of something new and beautiful. “A very advanced spyglass.”
“What do you think this is?” Yin asks. On a small table in front of him is a large black metal contraption with dials, buttons, and symbols. “What does it do?”
“Let’s find out,” I say and saunter over to a device I have never seen the likes of.
Silver buttons, dials, and knobs cover the top half. The bottom has a cloth covering and feels hollow. A rope attaches to the bulk and has a small square metal piece at the end that has a single button that makes a clicking nose. The others whisper their objections about touching another world device and how we don’t know what it will do. I ignore them. No matter what buttons I push, dials I turn, nothing happens—until I flip a knob from a down position to up.
Lights blink on and a noise I’ve never heard before crackles from the mystery box.
“Well, it’s on. It seems like it has little to no function besides making that awful noise,” Captain Nincin says with a blank, pasty stare. The man’s so pale he’s practically see-through. Rumor is his grandmother was Syreni, his grandfather was human, his father was Fae and his mother was human, resulting in an ultra-pale physique.
“We just don’t know its purpose yet—” I say, but I’m cut off by a sudden voice in a language none of us know, amplified by the box. It repeats the muffled phrase.
We stare at each other in disbelief. How can a metal box talk? What is this contraption?
Revi cocks his head. “Do you think someone’s trapped in it? How could that be?”
“It’s too small to hold a person. Not even a child would fit,” Gwen states, clutching her pendant.
Nevi giggles. “The voice sounds funny.”
“I don’t like it. We shouldn’t stay on this island. Not with a device turned on that we don’t know the use of,” Captain Vexten says, crossing his arms and glaring at the mystery.
Adualar shakes his head while looking at an odd container. “This isn’t our world. We know nothing about that alien box or what it’s doing. It might have signaled someone at a distance, and now they know we’re here.”
That’s an interesting thought. Who’s speaking on the other side of the device? “How would they power it?”
Vexten shrugs. “Maybe this is some type of outpost and they keep in contact through that thing.”
“That makes the most sense. He’s right. We shouldn’t stay here tonight in case someone comes out here looking for us,” Maed adds.
After a moment of consideration, I nod. “Agreed. Pack everything. Strip this place. I want to study everything back on our ships. We set sail at dusk.”




Chapter three
Megan


Sand. 
It used to be part of something I loved. A familiar background, my childhood backyard. But after living directly on it, in a thatched roof hut with a simple plank floor with large cracks, I have learned to hate it. I wish for one solid day that I wasn’t covered in sand, but the fine grains find their way everywhere. They crush their way into crevices that nothing else could creep into. I wake up with sand in my hair and go to bed with sand in my hair. I bathe and think for a moment that my scalp’s sand free, but within an hour, I brush away more. The wind blows individual specks so minuscule that I can’t see them, but I feel them.
The pink sand on the island of Anith, part of the Ka’Pamau islands, must be a thousand times finer than the yellow sand back at the New Jersey shore. Hell, maybe the sand on planet Dalya isn’t the same as sand on Earth. I just know when I was growing up on the beach, it wasn’t nearly as annoying.
But right about now, everything’s annoying me.
“Megan! Megan!” Kilyn calls out from the path.
Mana probably sent her to fetch me.
After my knees felt like they were going to collapse under my weight during training drills, I snuck off using the narrow trail that leads from where we train to a remote beach, with a huge, smooth, almost sphere-shaped boulder that couldn’t look any more out of place—it’s now my spot. My place.
Most of the time, I come over here to practice my gift of life alone. I don’t like anyone watching me heal plants, giving them the correct amount of life and then killing them with too much. It feels like some sick form of torture, but I need to learn, if I’m going to kill my father.
Even though I despise the dark side of my gift and wish I could only heal, I can now kill three plants at the same time, and not some puny daisies, but full-sized bushes. It’s much easier to hear the hum of death than to hear the strong, vibrant song of life and be able to snuff it out without mercy. I can now hear both. Impending death or a deadly wound reminds me of listening to death metal. Almost like the pain’s yelling at me to heal. A strong, healthy person, their internal song is quiet, like singing crystal bowls or wind chimes on a soft breeze. Everyone, every living being, has their own melody and I have the gift to focus on their hum and either heal or kill.
I haven’t tried it on the tropical trees with yellow broadleaves twice the size of my hand, but that’s because I really don’t want to destroy the lush jungle. Once I unleash my power on the trees, it will only be a matter of time before I try to murder five, ten, twenty, or more while testing out my strength. I imagine the force I would have to use on a single tree would equate to a full-grown adult, maybe two, depending on their size. One day, I imagine, I’ll be leading an army and have to kill columns of enemy soldiers while attempting to heal my own. Maybe if I visualize the enemy as a forest instead of a platoon, they will be easier to kill.
But I wasn’t practicing my gift. I was tempted to join Princess Namaka on a swim—I always keep my breather on me and I’m always up for a dive—however, I was too tired and basically collapsed as soon as I got to my rock.
“Over here, Kilyn,” I call out to her. Her life sounds high-pitched and excited, reminding me of the “Flight of the Bumblebees” song. Like her mind’s too busy and body too slow to keep up with everything she wants to do.
“What are you doing? Are you working on your gift?” she asks me as the ocean breeze whips her blonde hair whips around her face. Her deep amethyst eyes look for evidence that I was killing plants.
“No, I just needed a minute.”
“Oh. I need those too. That’s why I volunteered to come find you. I needed a break. Mana’s too tough on us!”
“But it’s important, even if we need little sneak-away breaks. One day, something may happen and this, it might feel like it was a paradise in comparison.”
She sits next to me, averting her eyes. “When do you think someone will attack us again?”
Poor Kilyn. Anyone from Earth would assume, based solely on Kilyn’s height, that she’s an adult, but if you look at her bright, big eyes and tiny face, you can tell she’s only a kid. She’s a Fae kid, so that means even though she’s five and a half feet tall and one hundred and twelve years old, she’s closer in maturity to an eleven-year-old human. But being one out of twelve kids and sold to the king, my father, as a slave, made her grow up fast.
“I don’t know,” I say, “but we’ll be prepared.”
“But I can’t fight. Ciara can’t fight. Dana’s pregnant and should start being more careful. That only leaves five of us.” She looks down, her hair sheltering her face, hiding her. “We won’t win.”
“How do you know?”
“Because King Taliesin will send more assassins. He’ll just keep sending more.”
“We’ll carefully weigh the odds before fighting, and if they don’t look good, Mana will slice us far away. Plus, this is only temporary. A vacation.”
“What’s a vacation?”
Crap. I forget she doesn’t know words from Earth. Hell, she still doesn’t know we’re from Earth. That’s a topic I’m unsure about and I honestly don’t know how to explain it to a child. Every time we have this type of conversation, it only makes me want to find a good family for her, but I know she won’t stay with them. One way or another, she’ll come looking for us. It leaves me conflicted, wanting to tell her but also wanting to protect her from everything she’s afraid of. On some level, she’s still afraid of humans and more so Druids. She’s familiar with Syreni, like Princess Namaka, who lives under the waves, and the Umbuttah, who fly in the sky, but she grew up on horror stories involving Druids eating Fae children alive.
“It’s a break. A pause in daily life, giving you time to do something different. Experience something new.”
She raises her eyebrows, giving me a confused stare. “I’ve never heard of one or taken one before.” She hugs her knees to her chest. “Megan, can you take me to where you come from? It sounds so much better than here.”
It’s hard not to choke as I struggle to say, “I hope one day I can. We better head back before they send someone else.”
“Do we have to?” Kilyn asks, displaying her best pout, which she has perfected, but it doesn’t work on me. Mana and Tristan, however, always give in. She’s figured out that if Ciara or I say no, she asks them and they instantly cave.
“Yes. Plus, it’s close to lunch. I’m starving.”
“I think Ciara made some type of shellfish stew. It smelled pretty good—and baked bread,” she adds, remembering how much I hate shellfish.
The thought of shellfish makes me want to hurl. “I’ll probably eat another salad.” I’m not a vegetarian by any means, but I can’t eat seafood every day. “Let’s go before I change my mind.”
I pry myself off my favorite rock and give Kilyn a look that says come on. She rolls her eyes as we head back down the short path to our training grounds. It’s nothing fancy, but we’ve put a lot of work into the yard. Ciara and Kilyn helped weave thick hay targets we use for bow practice. Kevin and Xander chopped down trees while Tristan dug post-sized holes to plant them in. The trees make excellent target dummies for staffs and wooden swords. There are also sandbags to practice striking and kicking.
I’m not sure where Mana sliced to, but I’m pretty sure he visited the rebels because when he sliced back, he had wooden staffs, spears, swords, and daggers to practice with before we handle the sharp, metal versions. Each hit’s a lesson learned—that’s what Mana says. He moves at a normal slow speed for the humans in the group, but he doesn’t slow down for me. I think he’s training my eyes because they’re getting better at seeing his fast movements. Either that or I’m just becoming more Fae.
I feel like the four of us girls have aged five years since coming to this strange planet, even though it’s been less than five months, or something like that. Time has gone by, but we haven’t been recording it. I stop in my tracks—we missed Christmas and New Year’s. We didn’t even think about it because we weren’t in cold New Jersey, but on a hot, humid island. It should be snowing right now, back home. Damn, time has flown by. I wonder if I will realize when a year passes.
“Megan?” Kilyn asks as I suddenly come to a halt.
“Sorry.” I walk, trying to pretend I wasn’t just struck dumb by the thought that we’ve missed major holidays.
“That’s enough for now,” Mana says, ending this morning’s training as soon as he sees us.
Sarah flicks back her jet-black hair and throws her spear, nailing the target dummy right in the chest, leaving him a pincushion til later. Dana stops her stances and saunters over to Kevin, who was practicing different movements with his oversized maul. Her cheeks and sea-green eyes haven’t stopped glowing and her blonde hair has grown longer, reaching her lower back.
Xander pulls his ax from his target. Another bull’s-eye. He sheathes it, then wipes the sweat off his brow. I catch him stealing a look at Sarah, but she already has her back to him and is heading off to the hut she shares with Kilyn and Princess Namaka. Tristan collects his knives from his dummy and puts them away with diligence before saying something about lunch.
They all hurry away—fearful Mana will change his mind and make them do more exercises.
His silver hair is growing fast. It’s a few inches long and has gotten shaggy, but sexy. He crosses his tan arms and tilts his head, giving me a disapproving glare with his metallic eyes. “What were you up to?”
“Resting and thinking.”
The corner of his mouth twitches into a smile. “Dana can no longer practice with us. It’s odd how fast humans give birth.”
“It’s more disturbing how long Fae are pregnant.” Thirty-six miserable months. I would never, ever, ever do it.
“Time moves faster for us, I suppose,” he says, shrugging.
It took some time, but everyone, even Kevin, got used to Mana and me having our own hut. Every couple has their own hut and there’s a separate male and female hut for those who are single. We use the last hut for food, extra storage, and as our living room and dining room when we all want to be together. Our property’s basically a compound with six huts and a decent-sized garden surrounded by a concrete wall.
I watch Xander enter the hut he shares with Brynjar, when he’s here, and feel bad for him. Sarah broke up with him when we were jam-packed inside three cabins during a torrential downpour while sailing across the ocean. It was an epic I’m seeing red and everything’s my target, get out of my way or face the consequences burst of pent-up emotions from Sarah. After that dreadful night, they hashed it out in the morning and agreed to be friends. Even though Xander still watches her longingly from a distance, he’s patient and hasn’t infringed on her space. So, Sarah, Kilyn, and Princess Namaka bunk together, which is entertaining since Kilyn doesn’t know how to shut up and Sarah barely speaks. Namaka keeps to herself mostly, swimming when she isn’t asleep. She’ll join everyone for meals and always comes back from her dives with something for dinner.
Standing outside our hut reminds me of how nice it is to have a private space. It’s nothing special. A woven bed made of straw, a chest for our clothes, two nightstands on either side of the bed, a table and two chairs… but it’s our own private space. And strangely, that doesn’t scare me like it used to.
Each hut’s the same, with five steps leading to a covered wraparound porch, but Mana and I bought rocking chairs to sit on, and we angled them toward the sunset. The wood’s stained burnt orange and has intricate details carved into the backs. Not a picture or writing, but a symbol that reminds me of the way Mana rubs my palms. A swirling, circular motion that’s soothing.
I climb up our steps, excited to peel off my dirty clothes, clean myself up, and take a nap. I’m no longer hungry after Kilyn told me about the seafood stew. Instead, all I want is to curl up on my bed and try to sleep for a bit.
A strong, deep sound comes from behind me, sounding like a gong being struck softly. The vibrations ripple through me, every time. Rough hands slide around my hips, under my shirt. Mana’s breath feels hot against my neck as he leans in and says, “You look tired.”
“Maybe you could rock me to sleep,” I say with a purr, turning around in his arms to face him.
“That can be arranged,” he replies in a deep whisper.
I break away from his grasp to wash up and remove some of the sand plastered to my body. He follows since he’s also covered in the tiny, annoying flecks. The smile on his lips is so big that it pulls on the scar between his eye and earlobe—he won’t share the story of how he got it.
“What? What are you smiling at?” I ask him.
“You.”
I can’t help but feel my cheeks grow dark red, the same color as my roots. I’ll need to dye them black again. Maybe I’ll head over to the market tomorrow and grab the supplies needed. I finish washing and leave the chipped white basin of fresh water and rag for him to use while I continue to peel off the layers of clothing and climb into bed, snuggling the airy sheet on top. He’s still giving me a goofy smile. “What?”
He pulls his shirt over his head, showing off his sculpted core, and cleans up. I can’t help but ogle at him and his silly smile that only makes me feel hotter and hotter.
“What’s with the grin?”
“Nothing.”
I give him a stare.
“I was just thinking.”
“About what?”
His smile shrinks and he looks shy. “How much I love having our own place.”
“I love it too, but is it safe?”
“We’re safe. I’ll protect you, always.”
“Is being in love safe?”
He gives me a questioning head tilt.
“I can’t help but think this is an interlude and soon, this will all be a fond memory.” Hell, I know it will be. It’s what I need to do.
“What are you scared of?” he asks, getting into his side of the bed, rolling over, taking the position of big spoon. I love being little spoon.
“That this will have to end sooner than I want.”
“You want this to end?”
“No. But everything does. What happens when I’m queen?”
His body tenses.
“If all of our dreams and goals come true, then I’ll be queen soon. Maybe in a year or two, but that’s the plan. What happens after?” I turn over in his arms. “What happens to us after? Can we be us?”
His eyes look like solid steel, not flowing like melted metal the way they do when he’s happy. I know what he looks like when he’s sad. That’s how well I know him. “You’ll be our queen, and I, I will always love you,” he says with a kiss.




Chapter four
Megan


“Do you think they’ll have new cloth today?” Sarah asks while inspecting her own tattered dress. The threads weren’t pulled two weeks ago, but wearing the same clothes a few days a week while doing chores wears down the material fast. “I’d love to find some new fabrics or more of the silks from Serba or Eolas. They’re so light and comfortable, plus it holds up better than the cotton-like fabric we bought last time.” 
“Yeah, but the Eolas silk was expensive. If they have it, we can only get enough for a few outfits. One each,” I tell her. “But first we need hair dye and more of that special tea,” I say, winking at Ciara since we’re the only two who need birth control, “then we can check out what fabrics are for sale.”
Sarah’s new skill with a thread and needle is still something that I had never imagined. She’s the best at it, even better than Ciara. When not doing drills, she’s sewing dresses we can comfortably work in.
“Can you make me another one with pockets?” Kilyn asks. “Bigger ones this time?”
“What do you plan on carrying in such large pockets?” Ciara teases, positive she’s up to mischief. She was caught smuggling spiced cakes in her pockets last week. Ciara found out when she was washing the crumbs from her clothes.
“Nothing, I promise. They’re so useful. All clothes should have pockets,” Kilyn says.
I sigh and say, “You can’t argue with that.”
Twenty feet behind us, Mana stalks. He follows me no matter where I go, even if it’s to the market for supplies and to hang out with the girls. He’s always lurking a few steps behind, trying to give us some privacy. No matter what, he’s determined to never allow another assassin attack, especially after Dana took a knife in the gut at the Delmont market. He understands we want space and that we like to pretend we’re normal women, having a normal day out shopping. So he shadows us from a distance, but he’s always watching us and our surroundings, waiting to feel hostile intentions toward us and kill it.
Before we can see the market, we can hear the commotion.
Anith’s market reminds me of the documentaries I’ve seen of the tropical food markets that take up multiple city blocks. Fresh-picked fruits and vegetables native to the islands are stacked in piles on tables in front of vendors who shout their exotic names. Barrels of nuts and seeds can be found at almost every stall. And the exotic spices—savory, sweet, spicy, and tangy—are ground into fine powder displayed in wooden bowls next to scales guarded by their vendor. Fresh fish and shellfish of every kind chill on ice while different meats, which remind me of naked raccoons and are possibly lizards the size of dogs, hang, gutted and skinned
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