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  Prologue


  Cara frowned at the starched gray duffel bag at Aelyxs feet. It was identical to the one hed brought to Earth last fall when
  hed traveled from Leihr to stay with her for senior year.


  We only have a few minutes, he said, taking her hand in both of his.


  She glanced out the spaceport window to the ship that would jettison Aelyx back to Earthwithout her, this timewhile she continued on to his planet. A shiver of anxiety skated down
  her spine. The exchange wasnt supposed to happen like this, without Aelyx there to guide her. As much as she wanted to go home, that wasnt an option. The Elders had made their demands
  painfully clear. Her chest tightened and heat prickled behind her eyes, but she refused to cry. Repairing the alliance between their worlds could save the human race.


  That trumped a broken heart.


  She summoned a smile and met his silvery gaze. If they had only one minute left, shed make it count. I love you.


  The corners of his lips quirked in a grin. Show me.


  Ive been trying to show you for days, she said suggestively. Youd think on a ship this big, we could find someplace to be alone.


  Her lame joke didnt deter him. Do it.


  Right here?


  He checked over both shoulders to ensure no one was watching. Go ahead. Its safe.


  Theyd kept her ability to use Silent Speech a secret, but Aelyx made her practice every day. It didnt come easily. Communicating with her mind was more grueling than advanced
  trig.


  But its our last minute together, she objected. Dont I get a break?


  No. He took her face between his palms. Show me.


  Of course she couldnt deny him, not when she knew how good it felt to experience his emotions, to know on a cellular level how much he loved her.


  Okay.


  Closing her eyes, she pulled in a deep breath and released the tension in her shoulders. Aelyx used his thumbs to lightly brush her temples, helping her relax and reminding her to clear her
  thoughts. That was the hardest partbanishing her inner voice.


  She rested a hand over Aelyxs heart, feeling its rhythmic beat against her palm while she focused on the rush of sentiment she felt for him in the momentattraction, respect,
  adoration, and, more than anything, need. She let the feelings multiply until she couldnt contain them any longer, and when she opened her eyes, she channeled her passion through his wide
  pupils and into the consciousness beyond.


  He felt ithis expression left no doubt. He closed his eyes for a moment as if to savor the sensation, then locked gazes with her. That was amazing, he communicated.
  Youre getting better.


  Now its your turn, she said.


  Aelyx tapped her forehead. Ask me the right way. From up here.


  Slave driver.


  Youll thank me one day.


  Cara heaved a sigh and restarted the process of clearing her mind. When she was ready, she gazed through Aelyxs pupils and formed two simple words in her brain: Your turn.


  But nothing happened.


  Try again, he encouraged.


  She didthree more timesbut without success. For whatever reason, she could share her emotions with Aelyx but never her words. But on the bright side, she didnt get the
  headaches anymore.


  He caressed her cheek. Be patient and keep practicing. Ask Elle to help you while Im gone. She should teach you to block your thoughts as well as share them. I trust her, but
  dont tell the other clones about your progressespecially not the Elders.


  Just as she opened her mouth to reply, the steely travel band around Aelyxs wrist buzzed, alerting him that it was time to board. They shared a desperate glance before he pulled her mouth
  hard against his.


  It didnt take long for the kiss to transform from benign to scorchingit never did. The signature tingles only he could summon danced across her chest. Cara crushed their bodies
  together, clinging to his broad shoulders like she could stop him from leaving if she got close enough. But it didnt last. Just as she captured his lower lip between her teeth, he groaned
  and broke away.


  I have to go, he murmured, tilting their foreheads together. His wristband buzzed again, a final warning before it would heat against his skin and cause him physical pain.


  She pushed his chest, refusing to break down. Hurry. Before it burns you. She smiled and added, I dont want anything making you that hot unless its
  me.


  With a grin, he grabbed his duffel bag and jogged across the metal grating that led to the boarding corridor. When he reached the doorway, he stopped and shouted, I almost forgot. I built
  a new blog for you, to replace the one Syrine deleted. Same login and password as before.


  Thanks, she called with a wave. Youre pretty awesomefor an alien.


  He laughed as he backed into the corridor, leaving her with five final words.


  Actually, youre the alien now.


  


  Chapter One
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      MONDAY, DECEMBER 24


      Im Dreaming of a Beige Christmas.


      Happy Holidays, earthlings! Welcome to INVADED, your exclusive sneak peek into my one-woman invasion of planet Leihr. I dont know how 597,350 of you found my
      new blog so quickly, but Im glad youre here. Pull up a chair, kick off your boots, and grab a steaming mug of hali (the closest thing to hot chocolate on this
      sugar-hating spaceship).


      Its Christmas Eve, and if the stars alignnot to mention the intergalactic transmissionsyou should see this maiden post by morning. Its an icy
      absolute zero here in space, but we should arrive at my balmy home away from home by lunchtime.


      I have to say, its a little weird being one of only two people on this vessel to celebrate Christmas. My new friends think its crazy to believe that
      Gods spirit impregnated a virgin, but they think its totally logical to accept that a Sacred Mother birthed six gods and goddesses who created Leihr from meteor dust and
      starlight. Because thats a lot more feasible.


      But I digress. Leihrs celebrate the birth of their deities each spring, but instead of exchanging presents, they fast for two days to bring them closer to the
      Sacred Mother by way of collective suffering.


      Talk about bah humbug!


      To all my friends and family back home, guzzle some eggnog for me, and while youre at it, choke down some fruitcake, too. Youd be surprised how much I miss
      that stuffand you. Always you, dear readers.


      Merry Christmas and Happy New Year!


      Posted by Cara Sweeney

    
  


  No comments had posted, but that didnt surprise Cara. Sometimes there was a twenty-four-hour delay sending and receiving electronic data from the Leihr ship
  stationed above Earths atmosphere. Still, that wasnt too shabby, considering how many galaxies those poor bytes had to travel.


  She pushed aside her brothers laptop and set her com-sphere on the polished cafeteria table, where Mom and Dad would soon join her for Christmas dinner, hologram-style. Her life felt like
  a futuristic holiday special: A Very Virtual Christmas. If only she could summon some digital decorations for the ships sterile, empty dining hall. It was as festive as a death-row
  prison cell in herebare gray walls, rows of meticulously parallel metallic tables and benches, dead silence, and nothing illuminating the darkness but the computers backlit
  screen.


  At three in the morning, not a creature was stirring, not even a harra, the Leihr equivalent of a mouse. But instead of nestled all snug in her bed with visions of Reeses
  Cups dancing in her head, Cara was running on Midtown time, day versus night, waiting for the phone to ring. As she often did during these quiet moments, she wondered what Aelyx might
  be doing in Manhattan.


  Itd only been a week since the Leihr Elders had sent him back to Earth to help rebuild the alliance, but it felt like a year. Aelyx was the reason shed left Earth in the
  first placeso they could build a life together on the Leihr colony. She never imagined shed be alone when she glimpsed her new home for the first time.


  Well, not literally alone.


  Her brother, Troy, was here to serve as a human mentor, but truth be told, he was a real horses assthe kind of guy who would point and laugh at her misery instead of warning her
  not to touch a flesh-eating alien plantassuming those existed on Leihr. She hoped they didnt.


  The sound of dragging footsteps turned her attention to the doorway, where Troy shuffled into view sporting unlaced combat boots and the same rumpled military fatigues hed worn to bed
  last night. He yawned loudly, not bothering to cover his mouth, and used both hands simultaneously to scratch his chest and butt.


  Yep, that was her mentor. She was so screwed.


  They call yet? he grumbled, taking the seat across from her.


  Cara slid an extra nutrient packet at him. Merry Christmas to you, too.


  Instead of answering, he rubbed one eye and plucked his offering from the table. He loved those protein bars, though Cara couldnt understand why. They smelled and tasted exactly like
  boiled cabbage.


  Merry Christmas, he said eventually. Then followed it with, Dorkus.


  Flipping him off didnt seem very yuletide gay, so she rolled her eyes instead. When are we supposed to shuttle down?


  Dunno.


  She rested her chin in one hand and sighed.


  Their transport had reached the Leihr solar system hours ago, but for reasons she wasnt privy to, the Elders had held off on shuttling them planet-side. Cara had a raging case of
  cabin feveror starship fever, as it wereand if she had to listen to Troys chronic snoring one more night, shed smother him in his sleep. Hed insisted on bunking
  with her while Aelyx was on board, because God forbid she got lucky for once, and hed refused to leave her side ever since.


  She narrowed her eyes at him. I hope you dont think were sharing a dorm at the Aegis. Or on the colony, or wherever they ended up.


  She expected him to cop an attitude, but he dropped his gaze into his lap. An emotion she couldnt place darkened his features. It looked a lot like guilt, which didnt make sense.
  Troy was too self-absorbed to feel guilty.


  Whats going on? she asked. Theres something youre not telling


  She was interrupted by the buzzing of a thousand hornets inside her skull, her com-spheres irritating-but-effective way of alerting her to an incoming transmission. Cringing, she snatched
  the gadget into her fist and whispered her password against its cool metal shell.


  Moms and Dads six-inch holograms flickered to life beside her nutrient packet while Troy hopped onto the table and slid across its slick surface to occupy the spot next to her.


  Merry Christmas! Mom called, waving from her seat atop Dads lap. They had settled on the magnolia-festooned living room sofa, and Dad wore a jolly red sweater that clashed
  with his orange hair. It was a cornucopia of tackiness, but Cara had never beheld a more beautiful sight.


  If she listened closely, she could just make out Bing Crosbys buttery voice crooning Ill Be Home for Christmas, which was kind of ironic, considering. She returned
  the greeting along with Troy, then held up her nutrition bar. Did you finish dinner? I thought we could eat together.


  Oh, Mom said, we got takeout from the Szechuan place down the street. Her cherry lips curved in a smile, but she couldnt hide the sadness in her voice.
  Didnt seem right, cooking a big meal for just the two of us.


  Cara wilted and tossed aside her packet. I hate these protein bars anyway.


  I can barely see you, Mom said. Why are you sitting in the dark?


  Troy pulled his laptop closer and adjusted the settings to brighten the screen. Theyre pretty frugal with energy here.


  Good for them, Dad piped up. Now lean in so I can get a closer look. Cara and Troy obeyed, pressing their cheeks together to let Dad scrutinize them. Dad nodded in
  approval until his gaze settled on Troy. Whenre you going to cut that hair, Rapunzel? I cant believe your CO lets you wear the uniform when you look like that.


  Troys hand darted to the loose black curlsidentical to Momsthat brushed the tops of his shoulders. His hair was almost long enough to wear in a low ponytail like the
  Leihrs did. Wrinkling his brow, he argued, When in Rome


  Get a trim, Dad said, then turned his attention to Cara. A grin broke out across his face. Pepper, I cant get used to the sight of you in that Leihr getup. You
  remind me of those little fan girls who wear costumes and dye their skin brown.


  Lannabes, Mom supplied with a soft snort.


  Yeah, thats it.


  Self-consciously, Cara smoothed down the front of her tunic. She couldnt get used to wearing the uniform, either, or pulling her auburn waves into the same low braid every day. She missed
  her jeans and scoop-necked sweaters, not to mention her leather riding boots and double-barrel curling iron.


  But saving Earth was worth the sacrifice. And so was Aelyx.


  Clearly Dads thoughts traveled on the same wavelength. You hear from Aelyx lately?


  He called a couple days ago, she said. Hes staying with the ambassador in Manha She cut off as a miniature white ball of fur pattered into the hologram
  and hopped onto Moms lap. It looked like an overgrown hamster. Cara extended a finger. Whats that?


  Mom cuddled the fluffball against her cheek and made smoochy noises at it. Say hello to your new baby brother, Linus. Hes a German-Malty-Doodle-Poo. Then she spoke directly
  to her furbaby. Whos Mommys little sweetums? You are! Yes, you are!


  What in the ever-loving hell was a German-Malty-Doodle-Poo?


  We adopted him from the shelter, Dad explained, not sounding pleased. I think your mothers got Empty Nest Syndrome.


  Mom elbowed him in the ribs while Cara exchanged a puzzled glance with Troy.


  But Im allergic to dogs, remember? Cara said. What happens when we come home to visit?


  Mom waved a dismissive hand. That wont be for ages.


  Uh, actually Troy began, then stopped to clear his throat. Ill be home sooner than I expected. Colonel Rutters calling me back to Earth. I got orders
  yesterday.


  Cara almost sprained her neck whipping around to face him. What?


  Troy took a defensive tone. I only came to Leihr because of the student exchange program, and now theyre saying its over. The other two humans wont come
  because theyre scared. The Marines want me to report back to


  When? Cara demanded.


  He couldnt meet her gaze. Two weeks.


  Cara wiped her sweaty palms on her pants. No, this couldnt be right. The Marines had agreed to station Troy here for two years, until the original exchange studentsherself
  includedreturned home. If he left now, shed be alone. The only human on a planet full of mankind-loathing Leihrs. She had exaggerated on the blog when shed referred to
  her friends. Only one clone aboard the transport gave her the time of day, and that was Aelyxs sister.


  Troy was undeniably a horses ass, but he was her horses ass, and she loved him. There had to be a way to keep him with her. He could go AWOL. What were the Marines going
  to do, court-martial him from Earth?


  No, she told him with a firm shake of her head. You cant go. The program isnt over. Im still here, and I need you.


  But thats the thing, Troy said. Youre an official colonist now, not an exchange student. When the years over, youre staying on Leihr.
  Like, forever.


  Pepper, Mom said tentatively, if youre not happy there, you can come home with your brother.


  A light ding! chimed from Troys laptop as the incoming electronic data began delivering comments to Caras blog post.
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      Ashley said


      So jealous. Seriously, I wanna go. Take me to your leader!


      Eric said


      Glad to hear youre safeFOR NOWbut youre an idiot for leaving Earth over some guy, especially after he poisoned our mothereffing
      water!!!


      Tori said


      E has a point. Come back, culo. I miss you.

    
  


  Cara tapped the touchpad and closed her Web page before any more discouraging remarks popped up. Shed committed to this life, and she wasnt turning back.


  A shrill yip! forced her attention to Mom, who held Linus over one shoulder and patted his back, burping him like an infant. It was officialCara had been replaced by a
  German-Malty-Doodle-Poo. In two weeks, shed lose her brother, and once they landed on Leihr, she wouldnt have a friend in the world.


  This was the worst Christmas ever.


  This is the best Christmas present ever! A Lannabe danced from one foot to the other, nearly slipping on the icy sidewalk while Aelyx autographed her copy
  of Squee Teen.


  Not a problem. After scrawling a quick signature, Aelyx returned the girls magazine.


  She stared at his glossy eight-by-ten photograph and sighed dreamily while her friend thrust a copy of Fangasm at him and asked, Did you and Cara really have a secret wedding?
  Cause thats sooooo romantic!


  Excuse me, miss. A young national guardsman named Sharpe extended one palm toward the girl. I need you to step back.


  She nodded and obediently retreated a pace, joining a dozen other girls, each dressed in mock Leihr uniforms, their hair fastened into low ponytails. The only threat they posed was
  admiring Aelyx to death. But while he found his guard detail overzealous at times, he was grateful for their presence. His last visit to Earth had ended in an attempt on his life, and he wished to
  return to Cara with all his parts intact.


  No, he told the girl, forcing a smile. Humans and Leihrs cant legally wed. He added with a wink, Yet.


  Oh, gods, groaned Syrine, his former best friend. Emphasis on former. Theyd barely exchanged ten words since shed tried turning Cara against him on the
  transport. Syrine shoved him aside and jogged up the front steps leading to the penthouse apartment they shared with the Leihr ambassador. Two armed guards followed her inside.


  You should probably wrap it up, Private Sharpe whispered. Youre exposed out here.


  A frigid gust of wind stung the back of Aelyxs neck, sending a shiver across every inch of his flesh. Hed never felt winters bite until his travels to Earth, and gods
  willing, he never would again after this mission ended. A warm fireplace beckoned from upstairs, and Sharpe didnt need to ask him twice.


  Just one more, Aelyx said to the girls, eliciting a chorus of disappointed moans. He was poised to sign his name when a sudden movement in his periphery caught his eye.


  Glancing to the side, Aelyx noticed a uniformed guardsman approaching quickly from an armored Hum-V parked at the curb, his boots loudly crunching over the salt and slush that carpeted the
  street. A pink scar stood in contrast against the mans ivory forehead, his brown eyes fixed straight ahead at no one in particular. Aelyx scanned the soldiers jacket but found no name
  tag.


  Why didnt he have a name tag?


  When the soldier broke into a jog, Aelyxs body tensed, his instincts on high alert. Before a question could form on his lips, the man drew his pistol and aimed it over Aelyxs
  heart. In a voice colder than morning frost, the man rasped, This is from the Patriots, and pulled the trigger.


  Adrenaline surging, Aelyx reacted, but not quickly enough. As he dodged right, a deafening crack pierced his eardrums and two hundred pounds of force knocked him to the frozen asphalt. A
  cocktail of screams, shuffling boots, and counterfire flooded his senses.


  It took Aelyx a moment to realize that not only was he alive, but that Sharpe lay atop him. Aelyx freed himself and propped on one elbow in time to see the rogue gunman tear down the street and
  vanish between two townhomes. Several guardsmen followed in pursuit while the rest of their unit scrambled to secure the area.


  Sharpe rolled onto his back with a deep groan and asked, You all right?


  Aelyx patted his chest and moved his arms and legs in a brief inventory. Yes. A glance at Sharpe revealed a wet patch of blood slowly spreading across the outside of his shoulder.
  But youre not.


  Sharpe followed Aelyxs gaze to the wound before he gave a frustrated grunt and rested his head on the ground. Just a scratch. But its gonna sting when the rush wears
  off.


  Up close, Aelyx realized for the first time how young the man was, likely no more than twenty. They might even be the same age, which surprised him. Sharpes bravery and quick reflexes
  rivaled that of a seasoned warrior. You took a bullet intended for me.


  Sharpe shrugged his good shoulder. Part of my job.


  Aelyx couldnt help smiling at the boys stoicism. They could use more like him on Leihr. Well, thanks for doing it so thoroughly, Private Sharpe.


  Sharpe chuckled, then grimaced in pain and extended his opposite hand. Call me David.


  


 Chapter Two


  Cara fastened her five-point harness, wincing when the seat-belt strap brushed the sensitive inoculation scar on the inside of her wrist. Judging
  by the quarter-size lump beneath her skin, she wouldnt catch a single sniffle on Leihr, which suited her just fine. The last thing she needed was an alien stomach flu. Leihrs
  were smarter, faster, and stronger than humans, so their viruses could probably melt steel. After buckling her clasp, she nestled back against her seat beside Troy, who hadnt said a word
  since theyd boarded the shuttle five minutes ago.


  When Elle padded through the doorway and settled in the row of seats facing them, Troys posture stiffened and he tucked his black curls behind both earsnot much of a reaction, but
  enough to make Cara suspect he was crushing on Aelyxs sister. This didnt come as any great shock. With her mile-long lashes and delicate features, Elle was a natural beauty. Plus, she
  had a nurturing spirit, which probably accounted for her position as medic aboard the ship. But Troys timing was terrible. Elles lihan had been murdered in China a few
  weeks ago, and she mourned him in her own quiet way.


  Troy drummed his fingertips against his thigh. Cant wait to feel the ground beneath my feet again, he said, mostly talking to Elle. He released a shaky laugh and bounced one
  booted heel against the floor. Poor guy, he had it badtotally alien-whipped.


  Mmm, was her only reply. She secured her seat belt and turned her silvery gaze to Cara. As soon as their eyes met, Cara felt the girls voice inside her head asking, Can
  you really hear me?


  Cara froze in panic. No one was supposed to know she could communicate this way.


  Aelyx told me, Elle went on. But I didnt believe it.


  Yeah, Cara said, sending an unspoken message in the tone of her voice. Im ready to get off this ship, too. Space travel makes me nauseated.


  I hope you dont mind, Elle told Cara, but I asked the Elders to assign us to the same room. Then she added privately, Aelyx told me to watch over you until
  he returns.


  That depends. Cara winked. Do you snore?


  Sometimes, Elle confessed, not understanding the joke. But Eron used to say it was endearing. She bit her lip and studied her folded hands, her expression heavy with
  grief.


  Everyone fell silent after that, electing to stare out the side windows into the blackness.


  Moments later, two final passengers joined them and the door hissed shut. Cara flicked a quick glance at the clones, then did a double take.


  Hello, Cah-ra.


  The young leader, Jaxen, took the seat directly across from her, extending his long legs until the tips of his boots touched hers. He peered at her intently and smiled while his sister, Aisly,
  lowered beside him and greeted Cara with a nod.


  Cara pulled back her feet and offered a hasty grin. His presence caught her off guard. Jaxen and Aisly were members of The Way, Leihrs governing body, so why hadnt they
  shuttled down with the Elders?


  Jaxen continued to study her while fastening his straps. Aisly and I volunteered to escort you to the capital. It was like hed read her mind, though Cara was pretty sure
  Leihrs couldnt do that.


  Aisly tipped her head and scanned Caras facenot in a disdainful way, more like how a visitor at the zoo would observe an exotic animal behind the glass. Cara figured she should get
  used to the scrutiny. Individual races had ceased to exist on this planet, and with her pale complexion, blue eyes, and copper hair, she would stand out like a joke at a funeral.


  On Earth, Aisly said, a year equals one planetary rotation around your sun, correct?


  Cara nodded, feeling the rumbling engines vibrate the bottom of her seat. The shuttle separated from the boarding corridor with a slight lurch, and a thrill of exhilaration shot through her.
  They were finally leaving the transport.


  Then that would mean Im seventeen years old, like you, Aisly told her, then nodded at her brother. And Jaxens twenty-one.


  Twenty-one? Cara wrinkled her forehead in confusion, trying to remember what Aelyx had told her about the old Leihr breeding program. Geneticists had played God for too long
  and bred the life out of themselves, so they backtracked, cloning citizens from the archives. But that policy had gone into effect twenty years ago, and it took nine months to grow a baby inside
  the artificial wombs. I thought the oldest clones were nineteen.


  Jaxens smile never faltered, but his words turned frosty. I suppose Aelyx told you that. He didnt give her a chance to reply. Our population is small, Miss
  Sweeney, but I can guarantee that your lihan hasnt met every clone on the planet.


  Whoa. Clearly shed touched a nerve. She tried to make light of the misunderstanding. Im sure its an innocent mistake. Despite what Aelyx thinks, he doesnt know
  everything.


  Nobody laughed. Tough crowd, these Leihrs.


  Jaxen and Aisly locked eyes in a private conversation, so Cara quietly cleared her throat and faced the window to her right.


  The shuttle came about and gained speed, and within minutes, empty space gave way to distant pinpricks of light. The air was colder near the window, but Cara leaned in and searched for the
  swirling blue nebula Aelyx had described to her a couple of weeks ago. Every time you see it, I want you to think of me, hed said. Im going to mend that alliance in
  record time, and soon well stand together and watch the Leihr sky from our colony.


  She couldnt find the nebula, but she noticed twin moons and then the muted blue planet that would become her new home.


  A wide expanse of ocean wrapped around the globe, interrupted by a single tan continent and a sprinkling of tiny islands. Thick clouds obscured her view as the shuttle jettisoned into the
  atmosphere. Once their craft broke through the haze, rows of beige-capped mountain peaks greeted her, jutting proudly against a sky the exact shade of slate. At their base, a placid sea stretched
  to the horizon and kissed the rising sun.


  Cara faced the opposite window to take in forests of majestic redwood-size trees, their silver leaves sparkling like quartz in response to the morning rays. Her eyes widened to absorb it all.
  She tried to find some hideous flaw in the landscape to prove that Aelyx had exaggerated the magnificence of his world, but every atom in her body sang with its beauty.


  As the shuttle descended, she could make out a settlement in the distance. She quickly identified the capitol building based on its position at the heart of the city. Offices, apartments, shops,
  and dormitories splayed out from the humble three-story structure like satellites in orbit, each as neutral as the next. It seemed that architecture, like every other aspect of life on
  Leihr, focused on practicality over aesthetics. The small city reminded Cara of how the ancient, sandy-colored ruins in the Middle East might have looked in their prime.


  When she turned toward the other window, she caught Jaxen observing her reaction. He held her gaze for a few beats and leaned forward as far as his restraints would allow. What do you
  think?


  As soon as Cara found her voice, she told him, Its spectacular.


  I think so, too, he said. This is the smallest of the five precincts, but its my favorite.


  For good reason, Aisly added. Everything important is here: the academic and scientific archives, the genetics labs, the cultural galleries.


  Not to mention your government, Cara said. The tiny capital reminded her of Washington, DC. Do all ten members of The Way live here?


  Yes and no. Jaxen gestured out his window toward the city. We rotate living in different precincts and shuttle to the capital when we need to convene. It allows us to
  oversee the local governments while ensuring each regions needs are fairly represented.


  Except Alona, Aisly said. The head Elder always resides at the capital.


  Kind of like our president in Ameri A sudden dropping sensation made Cara gasp, and she glanced outside to see the shuttle touch down in the shorn beige grass outside the
  capitol building.


  Once her heart quit thumping, she scanned the open courtyard, noting a cluster of silver-leafed willow trees and shrubs near a side entry. At this early hour, there was only one Leihr in
  sight: a middle-age guard standing at attention near the front entrance. Caras eyes darted to the iphal holstered to the mans side. It was a handgun of sorts, but with the
  power to stop a victims heart with a concentrated pulse of energy.


  Welcome to Leihr. Start anything and well end you. Have a nice day!


  Cara unbuckled her harness and waited for the dozen passengers ahead of her to de-board. Then she followed her brother down the shuttle steps and paused to draw her first breath on an alien
  world.


  The air was warm and humidslightly heavier than shed expected, smelling faintly of bitter citrus. It was an oddly pleasant scent, especially compared to the exhaust fumes
  shed grown accustomed to on Earth. The gentle morning sun warmed her shoulders, a sensation she hadnt felt in weeks. Until this moment, she hadnt realized how much shed
  missed the feel of sunlight on her skin. The main transport had provided ultraviolet lamps to encourage vitamin D production, but they couldnt replicate the breeze that stirred loose wisps
  of hair against the back of her neck. Shed missed that, too.


  Right away, she noticed Earths vibrant color spectrum didnt exist here. Aelyx had once compared Leihr to Midtown in winter, when the few remaining leaves had shriveled and
  turned brown. It was a fair comparison, but much less dreary. These tan leaves glistened with an opalescent sparkle that made Cara want to string them together and wear them around her neck.


  She observed a great stone wall in the distance, hugging the rolling hills until it disappeared behind a multistory apartment complex. She wondered what was on the other side and why they
  bothered with walls when shuttles could easily fly over them.


  A credit for your thoughts, said Jaxen, studying her again with a smile.


  A credit. Cara laughed at his spin on the American expression. Guess my pennies are worthless here.


  Jaxen held up his wrist. Your nano-chip will track your credits, among other things. He strode to the doorway and gestured for her to follow. Come here and Ill show
  you.


  Cara glanced at her inoculation scar. Shed forgotten that in addition to a thousand vaccines, the medic had implanted a data chip beneath her skin.


  Jaxen pointed to a light switchsize box affixed to the outside wall. There are stations like this everywhereeven inside your quarters. Hold your wrist under here, like
  this. When he demonstrated, a beam of light danced over his flesh. The system will scan you for personalized notifications.


  Cara extended her arm, palm up. Seconds later, a womans soft voice ordered, Cah-ra Sweeney, please report to the first Aegis at your leisure.


  Impressive. Theyd even programmed the system to speak English for her.


  The first Aegis is ours, Troy said, pointing to the complex by the city wall. Its the closest school to the capital. Students from the other four campuses have to
  take the air train to get here.


  What train? Cara asked.


  He pointed to a set of metallic pillars she hadnt noticed before. Her gaze followed them upward to a monorail track.


  And at your leisure really means now, Elle advised her.


  Im staying at the Aegis? Cara asked, a little disappointed. Not the colony?


  Jaxen drew back in surprise. No. The colony is on the other side of the world and still under construction.


  The other side of the world? But the entire population of Leihr lived here, divided into five small precincts on a continent half the size of Canada. There was nowhere else
  to go exceptOn an island? She didnt say marooned, but that was what came to mind.


  Again, Jaxen seemed to have tasted her thoughts. Yes, but dont worry. The intent is to allow colonists the liberty to form a unique society, free from our influenceto some
  extent.


  Cara supposed that made sense, though she wondered to what extent The Way would interfere.


  Jaxen turned to Troy and Elle. I have sensitive matters to discuss with Miss Sweeney. Ill deliver her to the Aegis shortly. Youre free to go.


  Troy hesitated, but Jaxens word was law, and the tone of his dismissal left no room for negotiation. Once Troy and Elle had strode out of sight, Jaxen led the way down the same path,
  motioning for Cara and Aisly to follow.


  Is everything okay? Cara asked while glancing at the pavement beneath her boots. It had a slight bounce to it, like shock-absorbent indoor track. She hopped on the balls of her
  feet and grinned, realizing shed always have a spring in her step.


  Aisly shot her a curious glance and they began at an easy stroll. Yes. We only wanted to give you a proper welcome.


  A soft whoosh sounded from above, and an air train jettisoned into the city at lightning speed. Somehow, it managed the job with barely a breath of wind. Cara craned her neck, marveling
  like a child as another train passed above her. Even higher, sky lanes directed a few shuttles to and from the city, though she had no clue how their pilots avoided midair collisions without
  visible boundaries.


  I imagine this is difficult to process, Jaxen said.


  Cara laughed dryly as her gaze darted from one unfamiliar object to the next. I need another pair of eyes.


  It was the same for me, Jaxen said, my first time on your world.


  She whipped her head around. Youve been to Earth?


  Many times. I love your peopleyou possess such passion and creativity, the traits Leihrs have lost over time. Jaxen brushed aside an overgrown dandelion seed. At the
  contact, the thing flitted away like a jellyfish. I cant wait to return and explore other human cultures. Ive never traveled much farther than the ambassadors residence
  in Manhattan.


  Thats where Aelyx is now. A glance at the tan and gray trees lining the walkway brought a question to mind. He told me theres no green here because your plants
  dont use photosynthesis. So what would happen if I brought a maple from Earth? Would it be compatible with your sun?


  Irrelevant, as The Way would never allow it. Destroying an ecosystem is easier than you think. Then with a slightly haughty tone, he added, Earths current predicament
  shouldve taught you that. Its a shame that such a dynamic race cant be trusted to care for their own planet.


  Cara took her tongue between her teeth, literally biting back a scathing response. You forgot about the shalear, jerkwad. The clones didnt hesitate to meddle with our
  ecosystem when it suited them.


  Your cheeks are flushing, he said, as if this greatly amused him. Ive made you angry. See? Such passion. I envy you.


  Cara gestured at the trees and blatantly changed the subject. So how do they derive nutrients if not from the sun?


  From the air. He reached over her head and plucked a leaf from its branch, then handed it to her.


  Thats right, like Spanish moss. Aelyx told me. She rubbed the leaf between her fingers. It felt light and spongy, and when she brought it to her nose, she recognized the
  citrusy scent. This is what I smelled when I stepped off the shuttle.


  Ilar trees, Aisly said. Theyre fragrant.


  And plentiful, Cara said, scanning the landscape. Ilars were everywhere. Their branches even loomed over the stone wall surrounding the city.


  Only in this precinct, Jaxen told her. In the marshlands to the south, youd find shallow-rooted trees that absorb nutrients through their scaly bark.


  Theyre ugly, Aisly said with a flick of her wrist. The most beautiful trees are in the mountains. At that altitude, they have to grow higher to find nourishment, and
  their leaves are twice the size of your hand.


  Cara gazed to the west, recalling the quartz forest shed admired from the shuttle. Now she couldnt see anything beyond the great wall. Whats on the other side of
  that?


  Jaxens eyes darted to the stonework. Weve kept the majority of our landmass in its natural state. The wall protects wildlife from our influence. He pointed overhead
  at a flock of spotted birds resembling doves. Except those that fly.


  Or climb, Aisly added darkly.


  They were quiet until they reached the Aegis grounds, and then a nervous flutter tickled Caras chest. Suddenly she wanted the walk to last longer. She wasnt ready for her first day
  of school.


  You wont start classes until tomorrow, Jaxen said.


  Cara paused for a moment and studied him. On the surface, Jaxen resembled the others of his kindtawny skin and silvery eyes. He wore his light-brown hair in a ponytail, his athletic frame
  concealed beneath the standard uniform. But there was something different about him. Maybe he had unique abilities. That would explain his position on The Way.


  Can you read minds? she asked.


  He laughed at her. No, but I can read expressions, and your translucent cheeks tell me youre afraid.


  Cara couldnt deny it, so she turned to survey her surroundings. The Aegis reminded her of the community college back homea large boxy dormitory opening to a courtyard, half a dozen
  scattered outbuildings, and multiple trails that led into a thicket of woods. She leaned forward and squinted, bringing an obstacle course into focus.


  Aisly followed Caras gaze. Thats where youll take your physical conditioning class.


  Cara groaned inwardly. Even in another galaxy, she couldnt escape PE.


  But dont worry, Aisly continued. The instructor will adjust your target time to compensate for your inferior respiratory system.


  Awesome. Add to the equation Caras inferior human brain, and after Troy left, shed be the most worthless person on the planet. Quite the downgrade from her previous title of
  Midtown High valedictorian.


  Do you go to school in this Aegis, too? she asked. From what she understood, children stayed in their local Aegis from birth until the end of their twenty-first year, when they
  received a job assignment and moved to the occupational barracks. But surely any Leihr gifted enough to be appointed to The Way wouldnt take classes with the rest of the students.


  We do now, Jaxen said. When she waited for him to elaborate, he didnt.


  The three of them climbed the front steps leading to the dormitory, and Aisly extended her wrist for the scanner. In response, a pair of metallic doors hissed aside to allow them into the vacant
  lobby. Cara braced herself for an icy burst of air-conditioning, but a cross breeze from open windows along the adjacent corridors brushed her skin, reminding her that the temperature here hovered
  around seventy year-round. The next sensation to reach her was the warm, welcoming scent of baking bread. Her stomach growled in response.


  Must be breakfast time, she mused. That would explain the absence of students.


  Yes, Aisly said. Our morning staple here is tahinni. Its made from larun, which is a flat


  Flatbread, Cara finished. A bittersweet smile curved her lips. I tried re-creating it on Earth for Aelyx, but I never got it right.


  From there, they whisked her to the headmasters office and outfitted her with a supply of clean uniforms and a palm-size tablet.


  Bring this to each class, Jaxen said. All the texts and essays youll need are preloaded and translated into English.


  Even after his demonstration, Cara didnt understand how to use the device, but she kept quiet for fear of looking stupid. Shed ask Elle to explain it later. Next, Jaxen and Aisly
  escorted her to her room, which was near the lobby on the first floor.


  Jaxen paused outside her door. Is it still your intention to remain here permanently, as Aelyxs lihan?


  Cara nodded, even though remain here permanently sounded sopermanent.


  Excellent, Aisly said. Then we can resolve the issue of your citizenship.


  Caras stomach dipped. Just because shed left Earth didnt mean she wanted to sever all ties to her people. Can I have dual citizenship?


  Absolutely, Aisly promised. But the process remains the same. In order to become a citizen, you have to hold a Shovah.


  A Shovah? Why did that sound familiar?


  Cara searched her memory. When nothing came, she turned to Jaxen for clarification, but by the time their eyes met, the answer hit like a cannonball to the gut. It sounded familiar because
  several months ago shed written a blog post about the rite of passage: You swear an oath to the Sacred Mother, and then all your peers stand in line and smear mud on your naked body to
  symbolize your union with Her. Mazel tov!


  All the blood in Caras face went south, settling somewhere in the vicinity of her socks. Shed have to stand before her new classmates in her birthday suit? And let them cover her
  with mud? There had to be another way.


  Cah-ra, Jaxen said, we dont sexualize nudity here. I promise the sight of your body wont faze anyone.


  So maybe the clones wouldnt leer, but surely theyd gawk at her pasty skin and the freckles peppering her butt. Why couldnt they give her a pass, just this once?


  If youre having second thoughts Jaxen trailed off, his voice heavy with implication.


  Before she had a chance to change her mind, Cara blurted, Ill do it.


  This isnt a choice to make in haste, Aisly warned. Becoming a citizen means accepting and supporting our customs and following The Way in all things. Were not
  a democracy.


  Cara knew that. She and Aelyx had spent hours debating the differences between their governments. Minor offenses such as mouthing offjust a matter of time for herwould result in
  the electric lash. When she considered the penalty for other crimes, her mind wandered to the brushed chrome iphal holstered to the capital guards hip. This place was no utopia, but
  if she wanted a life with Aelyx on his planet, she had to abide by his peoples rules and respect their culture, even if she didnt agree with it. Cara stiffened her spine. She was a
  lot of things, but a coward wasnt one of them.


  I understand, she told Aisly. And I agree.


  Then Ill tell the others, Aisly chirped. I know The Way will be pleased.


  Jaxen pressed two fingers to Caras throat in the standard farewell. Well schedule your Shovah for next week. Ducking down to meet her height, he
  added, As they say in your country, sleep on it. Theres no shame in changing your mind.


  Cara returned the good-bye and pulled her hand free. I wont change my mind.


  


  Chapter Three


  Aelyx watched the Leihr ambassador sweep a wrinkled hand across the surface of the dining room table, knocking the newspaper to the floor.
  It landed face-up and revealed a mocking headline: HALO Denies Attack on Leihr Youth.


  Humans Against Leihr Occupation, Stepha said through clenched teeth while he glared at Director-General Kendrick. On my planet, we would have terminated those savages
  after their first rebellionrooted them out like the cancer they are. In a rare display of emotion, he slapped both palms on the glossy mahogany. How many of our young must die
  before you assume control of your people? Or perhaps this alliance isnt a priority for you. In which case, well return to Leihr on the next transport.


  The ambassadors final words chilled Aelyx to the core. Without Leihr technology to decontaminate Earths water supply, the planet would cease to sustain life within a decade.
  But the release of that technology hinged on the alliance, and everyone in the room knew it. Even Syrine looked nervous, and she despised humans.


  I can assure you, Kendrick said, shifting in his seat, theres nothings more important to the World Trade Organization than this alliance. Weve partnered
  with the milit


  Whatever youre doing, it is ineffective. Stepha sat back in his chair and folded his hands, resuming his usual monotone. Negotiations cannot continue while our safety
  is threatened.


  Kendrick scratched the back of his neck, then splayed both hands in a gesture of helplessness. Ambassador, theres nothing to negotiate. The
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