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  A Birthday to Remember

Atalanta


The laughter echoing down the cabin hall the night of her twenty-second birthday would haunt Atalanta for years to come. 
That evening, the sounds of the crew’s raucous party rang through the metal walls of the Avalon as they passed pipes between them, fingers sticky with honey bread and resin. No gift could rival that night. But the memory would never serve as more than a reminder of the cavern in her heart—the space she’d never fill again.
This birthday was Atalanta’s last reminder of a somewhat carefree life.
The scenes played on repeat often when she was alone—a perfect montage of the day before their lives changed irreversibly.
Their crew of five arrived in Zunitai in the early evening, just before the sun set. They marveled at the variegated display: dozens of bright flower varieties bloomed in a prismatic mosaic resembling the scales of a mermaid’s tail. The five helped cultivate the growth during their last trip through the area months ago. After weeks working their hands in dusty soil to summon life, it was satisfying to see the seedlings and old growths alike, lush and expanding.
They picnicked on the ship’s upper deck, eating a hearty plantain stew to help use up some of their old bread. Watching the sky change in a kaleidoscope of hues—all enhanced by the psychedelics they harvested fresh from the revitalized landscape—they laughed, ate, tripped, and sang.
The crew danced beneath the stars as they emerged against a backdrop of deep violet and bruised peach, the clouds periwinkle against the sunset.
They drifted below into the saloon and in and out of cabins. The highs floated Atalanta in and out of bliss all night. She remembered flashes of her seven orgasms between rounds of passing billowing bowls of herbs and sharing sips of damiana, admiring each of her lovers through the haze of smoke in the dim lights. Her fingertips slipped over smooth skin and coarse hair, her tongue traced curves and folds, and at times, her limbs were so intertwined she wasn’t sure where she started and everyone else ended.
The pleasant bits of the party inevitably faded as she looped back to the moment she’d made her choice. Mid smoke session, Atalanta brought up her call from earlier that afternoon. It was the opportunity she’d been waiting for—a chance to make a name for themselves and establish the crew as protectors of Caldera, capable of assisting Baron Ura in any matter of kin and kind. 
When the Baron shared a report of unknown forces trying to level parts of the Yekatai forest, Atalanta immediately volunteered to investigate. 
She merely played at the illusion of choice when she brought it up to her crew, knowing no one would refuse her vision.
There was a chance of danger, yet Atalanta hadn’t thought twice. In all the stories her lover, Zos, read to her about heroes of old, they seemed to have happy endings. All the knights found love and glory, or so she thought. 
In hindsight, she’d never actually finished hearing the endings, dozing off well before the resolution.
If she knew what her desire to prove herself would cost her, what it meant to be a hero, she’d have said no to her dream before it ever began.
Now, her life was little more than a nightmare she couldn’t escape.






  
  1
The Vision

Barifka


The Avalon zipped across sand dunes and debris like a chrome comet cradled in mist—the smoothest ride imaginable. 
Barifka sat strapped to a portside bench watching Atalanta power the Avalon’s flight. The sleek prow of the ship pierced the horizon like a spear, surging forward with only the sounds of the breeze. The hovering craft typically ran on massive, twin aft-side engines, but they were loud and rumbled like a landslide—impossible for stealth. In times when discretion was the better path, Atalanta raised the single sail and worked her magic.
And it was that—magic. Something Barifka heard about in stories from Old Earth, ancient tales whispered around campfires or to lull her to sleep when she was small. She figured if such a thing existed, it was a skill possessed by mystical creatures—like the Phoenix or the Fae—legends of ancient mysteries. To command that power—surely, it was a force only the fantastical could wield. Something not of this world.
Yet these powers, apparently, were real—just not at all what Barifka expected. Instead of some feathered alien entity or mischievous tea-cup sized fairy, this incredible ability to manipulate sky and sea belonged to the woman standing on the Avalon’s deck not twelve steps away.
Watching the woman she loved channel the planet’s blessing awed her unlike anything else.
Atalanta’s copper fingers wove intricate patterns of swirls and stops in the air around her. Her statuesque body, tall and toned, appeared frozen still, save her hands and arms lifted slightly at her sides. Her long face and flat cheekbones were flecked with dirt, same as her sleeveless, charcoal tunic, belted with a navy sash at her waist. Her hair, volumes of tangled black waves, rested undisturbed by the wind she controlled.
Mechanical braces fastened her legs and feet to the alloy-planked deck so no matter how rough the ride, she commanded the metal behemoth with grace. The ship glided with her at the helm. Every slipstream of the breeze became a building block for her masterpieces as she bent the current of air to her will.
Atalanta was Barifka’s favorite person, place, or thing to behold—no offense to Zos—but he’d agree with her anyway. Both of them fell in love with Atalanta the moment they met her, and loving Atalanta and each other were amongst the few things they had in common.
Was it the way Atalanta’s slate-gray eyes pierced through them, an arrow soaring straight through into the wild unknown beyond? Was it simply her beauty, like the curve of her brow and the bow of her lips? Or was it her energy, her presence, shaking them awake and bringing purpose into their lives in a way nothing and no one else had?
When they all first met Atalanta, she was just a human—not an awakened warrior. 
But even then, she had a vibrance to her, an intensity that drove Barifka to abandon her simple, settled life for the uncertain, leaving her parents, four siblings, cousin Sprogit, and village behind. It weighed on her sometimes, like a stone in her stomach. She eventually reunited with Sprogit when they became the Avalon crew. Still, the day she left home, the guilt began and never abandoned her—knowing she found more meaning in following Atalanta than any other purpose in her life. This truth defined her. 
She recognized Atalanta’s importance—chosen by the planet herself.
The way Atta effortlessly manipulated the wind and water was miraculous. The first time she crooked a finger and made fallen flower petals dance around Barifka in a tickling torrent, she thought her heart might explode with delight.
Barifka let out a sigh, reminiscing as she relaxed back on the bench. It’d been two years since Atalanta was last frail and sick, leading Zos to run a final job for a shitty medical company from Mars. A year before that, the three of them still occupied their leased “apartment” outside the vast perimeter of the Martian spaceship.
They came to know that city-ship as Beacon—a megalith built in gleaming red-sheened metal that descended to the surface of Earth less than a decade ago. It was the largest thing Barifka had ever seen, larger than any single mountain, and featured an entire civilization inside its colossal dome.
The Martians ran a convincing campaign, speaking of opportunities and resources, including access to incredible technology and medical miracles. Atalanta experienced cascading illnesses and organ failures, and so Zos worked for JEM years before Barifka was even in the picture. J. Edward Morsen Healthcare was the premier medical company from Mars, offering some of the “best pay” and advanced medical care—things Barifka didn’t think possible until they’d arrived. 
But the working conditions were clearly awful for Zos, leaving him tense and bitter. He rarely spoke about it. Instead, he typically deflected questions by saying it was what he “needed to do for Atalanta.”
Barifka did her best to keep the peace between the three of them, but it was hard being newly together and living in squalor, struggling to get by, or get along. Yet, despite that early misery, there was nowhere else Barifka could imagine being than at Atalanta’s side.
This? Their life now? This was a dream. Zos didn’t work for that shady company anymore. He got to be at their side all the time, helping to maintain the Avalon and the forests while traveling through the wildlands—all of them young and in love.
Atalanta was healthy again, forging ahead with clarity in her plans with a passion Barifka had never seen. Her will was pure fire, and it both scared and delighted Barifka. Atalanta’s purpose, and the blessing of the planet’s magic, was what propelled the ship forward, speeding toward their contact to get more intel on the forces allegedly converging on their rewilded territories.
Atalanta said they would stop greed before it could take root on this planet—again.
Barifka smiled as she watched her lover’s confident movements, piloting their hybrid craft over rock strewn terrain with little more than her will and focus. With a thought and a flick of her wrist, Atalanta shuttled them on a perfectly balanced ride of near silent clouds—a gentle gale containing the ship, yet leaving those aboard completely untouched.
“Have I told you lately how amazing you are, Atta?” Barifka called, hoping it wouldn’t distract her lover too much.
“I know, right!?” Atalanta shouted back, a light laugh in her throat. She didn’t glance Barifka’s way.
Barifka’s moment of gratitude evaporated, replaced by an empty yearning—a longing for when they spent almost every waking second together curled up reading in the apartment or driving through the wilderness with Zos. Aside from their celebrations last night, the crew spent the greater part of three months in unrelenting work mode, cultivating the Moyatai forest to the southwest. Atta’s typical playfulness was absent as she pressed toward her vision of seeing Moyatai lush and green once more.
Barifka worried Atalanta was losing sight of why she was trying to save their planet in the first place, pushing on like her health and happiness were welcome sacrifices. But Atalanta had to do this. It was her destiny. 
Barifka’s stomach tumbled, a disappointing squeeze gripping her core. She hoped for a glance, a brief entanglement before the woman she loved was gone again.
Then came the guilt. It felt wrong to wish for the old times when she, Atalanta, and Zos lived west of Beacon City in their slum of a prefab district—a disgusting, neglected hovel of modular homes stacked one on top of the other. Atalanta’s abilities had yet to manifest, and she could barely walk due to her constant pain. The only blissful moments for her came when she was in Beacon’s greenhouses or nestled against her lovers in bed. Looking back, it was obvious they lived in no more than sloppily repurposed shipping containers crammed onto a dusty piece of land all—meant to pack in as many desperate souls as Mars could recruit.
Atta didn’t deserve that kind of suffering. She was destined to change the world, after all, in a way perhaps only she could. 
Barifka? A regular person. No talking to a sentient planet. No supernatural tricks. But at least she wasn’t alone in her reality.
As far as she was aware, there was no one else like Atalanta on Earth—though Atalanta said Ter’Ahn was the planet’s true name.
Between their crew of five vastly different people with drastically different life experiences and personalities, no one knew another person who controlled the weather the way Atalanta did. The seemingly “advanced” Martians showed no signs of anything resembling her abilities. When they made their way down to the planet in their massive city-ship only eight years ago, they displayed all kinds of technology—hovercrafts, lab-grown organs, mechanical suits with super strength, energy-based weapons, and things she still couldn’t quite put words to—yet nothing was akin to magic.
Still, they were all certainly wowed when the Captain-Governor Rodrish of Beacon broadcast his intentions throughout the land via his first and last projected message in the sky. He appeared commanding in a dark-iron uniform, crisp and unadorned save for a plus-sign lapel crafted from blood-red metal pinned in front of his heart. His gray hair and cropped beard shone white, his skin paler than Barifka had ever seen.
“Greetings. Should you all still know the words of your forefathers, I expect you will understand me well,” he started, and while his accent was distinct, she understood both his meaning and the sentiment behind his clipped, terse speech. “I speak on behalf of all Martians when I say we are pleased to be back amongst you, and far more capable than when we left. We imagine you have struggled these years, but your time of toil is over.”
Much of his spiel came across as blah, blah, blah, posturing and peacocking, but she’d never forget the decree that drove even Sprogit to leave Robena only days later.
“We will gladly give you access to goods, wonders, and medicine beyond your wildest dreams. To those of you who have suffered the effects of this wasteland, we offer cosmetic and genetic repair for your body. You can be who you’ve always dreamed you are. Those interested in benefiting from our partnership are invited to report to the recruitment station outside our city-ship, Beacon’s, gates. Surely you’ve seen it by now.
“Any hostility toward us will be taken seriously. We sincerely hope you will welcome us back with open hearts,” Rodrish finished.
Before Barifka ever met Atalanta or Zos, she scoffed and hated this man. It was easy to decode his intentions. He considered Martians the rightful owners of Earth. As if the Earth’s body could be owned by anyone other than herself! The Martians showed no reverence for her, no connection. They were playing at being saviors when they didn’t need saving.
Well, except Atalanta who would have likely died without the bladder, kidney, and liver replacements JEM Health provided.
Barifka collapsed inward, folding over her knees. She stared at the metal sheeting of the deck below her, listening to the whooshing of wind carrying the ship forward. She dragged her eyes up again, shifting to look out at the craggy terrain, milky beyond the vapor swirling around the Avalon. 
Their path cut across a dry riverbed beyond the ruins of an Old Earth city. Albuquaqin if she remembered correctly. Terracotta and tan rubble interspersed through the mottled desert plant life—scrub brush bushes, yucca plants, cacti, amongst enormous boulders—evidence of devastating storms hundreds of years past. Towering mountains framed the horizon of the otherwise sandy landscape, majestic and awe inspiring but still showing scars of the cataclysmic time. This was her home turf—the unforgiving badlands of Caldera.
Soon, they’d cross into the northernmost part of the region, one of the forests where Atalanta cultivated life over the last couple of years. However, her diligent work was now being undone. The green spaces they expanded were being encroached on by Martians, or so they assumed—because who else would aim to benefit from destroying what Atalanta and the crew created by further plundering the planet?
Barifka closed her eyes and felt into the slight rumbling of the Avalon and her seat, breathed in the scents of fire, dirt, and pine in the air, and let herself drift. Once they got rid of whoever was hacking at the forests, Atalanta could relax. Finally, they could go back to living their regular lives together again.

      [image: ]“Looks like at this rate we’ll be chatting with Edonn in about an hour,” a disembodied voice said, booming against the whirl of wind cocooning the ship.
The sound of his voice snapped Barifka out of her daydreams, and she sat up, blinking against the afternoon sunlight. Zos had been below decks with the others since Atalanta took flight, reading Arthurian legends or napping, knowing him.
Now, he stood to Atalanta’s side, clearly within her line of sight. He already gleamed with sweat, the sun glinting golden over his rich black skin. His loose, springy locs jostled against his scalp in the open air. He crossed his muscled arms over his broad chest and his eyes flashed like steel as he squared up to Atalanta.
“Let’s go over the plan,” he said.
“What plan?” Atalanta said, not looking over at him, either. Her forehead tipped slightly forward, her arms still lifted gracefully, tirelessly. Even though Barifka couldn’t see her face, she knew Atalanta’s eyes were distant and unseeing as she wove the air buffeting the ship onward.
“Exactly. I told you, this close to the city, I especially don’t trust people.” Zos tapped his foot rapidly, bouncing a heel—a surefire sign he was on edge. “We’ve never met Edonn before. None of us can vouch for him. We barely passed through that village the whole time we were reforesting. We don’t know the locals. He could easily be an agent that’s caught on to what you’re doing. Whoever is trying to level your forest likely has an interest in making sure they aren’t bothered. If they catch wind there are people looking for intel on what they’re doing, don’t you think they’d want to stop it?”
“Well, sure,” Atalanta said, more slowly than her usual speech as she concentrated. “But they’re going to catch my wind one way or another if they don’t back off.”
Zos rolled his eyes, and his foot continued to tap away. “I’d rather we not try to take Martians on directly, Atta. I am all in support of this missio–”
“Zos, I’m joking,” Atalanta cut in. “I know I can’t take down a city-ship full of gun toting selfish bastards on my own. No matter how I manipulate the wind, it still can’t stop bullets. Really though, Baron Ura said she’s not worried about danger. We’ll meet with Edonn, see what he knows, and go from there.”
The ship stuttered a little as Atalanta glanced toward Zos, but she quickly regained control and faced forward again in a blink.
“And what do we do after that?” Zos asked.
Barifka felt the tension snapping between the two of them, same as it always had. Zos and Atalanta were inseparable, never apart for more than a few days since they met over a decade ago, but they butted heads like the village goats. She steadied herself with a breath, then prepared to wade into the fray as was often needed.
Atalanta cleared her throat roughly and said, “We make contact, get info, and call Baron Ura. Hopefully, we’ll get something akin to a logging schedule, information on whatever chemicals they’re using, or a headcount. Something that gives us an upper hand in eventually stopping what they’re doing. Or something to negotiate with. We need to know what’s going on, first.” Her voice scaled up, and Barifka could tell Atalanta was getting irritated. “I don’t know, Zos. I don’t know what’s going on. Neither does the Baron. That’s why we’re looking into it. All I can do is get us there without making too much noise, just in case. Which, I’ll add, you’re distracting me from doing right now.”
“I want to know what we’re getting into,” said Zos.
“I do, too, but I don’t.”
Unbelting herself from the bench, Barifka stood up. As she stretched, she caught sight of a large bird with a wide wingspan in the distance—an eagle or vulture perhaps. It seemed to be enjoying the wind, gliding along effortlessly. She smiled, then walked to Atalanta’s other side, not in her view, but in Zos’s. 
“Hey, why don’t we let Atta park the ship when we get closer, then we can all talk before we head out to meet Edonn?” Barifka suggested.
Atalanta nodded silently, so Barifka continued. “Zos, I’m soaking up too much sun. I’m heading back inside. Want to come with?”
“Eh, sure,” Zos said, uncrossing his arms and peeling away from Atalanta with a shrug. “I’m apparently a distraction now.”
Barifka pulled her lips in over her teeth, suppressing a sigh. “C’mon.” She motioned for him to follow, walking down the deck toward the door to the saloon below. She didn’t look back as she took the stairs, hearing Zos shuffling in behind her.
"What’s with her lately?” Zos snapped as soon as the door swung shut, cutting off the sunlight at his back.
Barifka turned around at the bottom of the steps, looking up into the shadows as Zos huffed his way down. “You really don’t know?” she asked. 
Zos could be thick sometimes and tended not to see beyond the present moment, but Atalanta’s feelings were all but written on her forehead.
He shook his head as he emerged into the pale artificial light of the saloon, immediately veering off right toward one of the couches farthest from the bar ahead.
Their saloon was part pleasure-den, social space, dining room, and kitchen—filled from side to side with couches, pillows, book shelves, food, booze, and herbs galore. Each member of their team contributed something to the multipurpose room, making the ship uniquely all of theirs—the whole polycrew represented in every nook.
Atalanta wove live vines through the coiled light fixtures, the azure cast of the bulbs commingling with green foliage, indigo and cream blooms. It was ethereal.
Sprogit, Barifka’s cousin, was by far the most talented craftsperson amongst them. They fashioned lavish draperies in rich florals and patterns, lining the walls and creating little private pockets of space around some of the couches. Their attention to detail was incredible.
Ashton collected knickknacks found in their adventures—whimsical, long-forgotten figurines and colorful pieces of art he liberated in his travels. Everything was tastefully tucked in place thanks to Zos who made sure it was clean and organized, even with clutter, fashioning various shelves and hidey-holes all throughout the saloon.
And Barifka made sure everyone ate well, her open cookery as inviting as the plush lounges and piled pillows. The bar and kitchen, the central point of the social space, were symbolism enough for her role in the crew—bringing all of them together to laugh, eat, and share in community.
Zos barely looked toward where their other two crew members, Sprogit and Ashton, were sitting closer to the bar. Pouting, he tossed himself down onto the burgundy cushioned couch, leaning back into a pile of propped pillows. Barifka sighed, looking at the other two for a moment.
Everyone was tired, and no wonder. Atalanta’s twenty-second birthday party involved a great deal of pleasurable chaos, getting high and hooking up in various pairs, trios, and a quad at one point—and no one on the ship managed to get to sleep before the early morning.
Ashton sprawled on an emerald settee farthest from Zos, eyelids heavy. He wore a fabulous neon-pink boa crafted from scavenged material and a pair of fitted orange overalls with swirl patterns down the sides—both garments clearly Sprogit’s signature colorful designs. His wavy chestnut hair pooled in a ponytail on his head, messier than usual likely due to the prior evening’s festivities.
Sprogit hunched in their hoverchair beside him, entirely focused on knitting some new multicolored garment in their lap—nothing more than a net currently. Their teal-streaked hair spiked in every direction, unwashed. Fatigue hollowed Sprogit’s cheeks, and their skin was a little paler than usual. They didn’t participate in the more sensuous parts of the birthday bash the prior evening, but since Ashton turned in late, well into dawn, neither did they. Their sharp, curved collarbones were clearly visible in their typical outfit of overalls and nothing else—today’s powder blue with embroidered cacti. Sprogit resembled Barifka enough to be her older sibling instead of cousin. Sprogit was a lankier Barifka, where the younger cousin’s build was shorter and broader.
Ashton glanced toward the stairs, meeting Barifka’s eyes for a moment, winking before turning back to watch Sprogit work. While Barifka and Ashton had never been a couple themselves, they both loved to see Atalanta in bliss above all, so they teamed up when they could. They’d both do anything to see her happy and healthy. She liked to think Zos held the same sentiment, but he was never content to see others enjoying themselves unless he was involved in some way.
But Barifka loved Zos. After all, he genuinely would do anything for his people and his spontaneity was a welcome distraction at times. He was fun. And his love of Arthurian legends was too cute. He insisted on naming their ship the Avalon. All he wanted was to be their knight in shining armor—or in his case, knight in tactical gear.
She slipped onto the velvety couch next to him, making her own nest of pillows as she curled against his side. Reaching out, she took a moment to put a hand on his leg, waiting to see if he’d meet her eyes.
It took a few moments, but after a charged span of silence, Zos dragged his earthy eyes up to meet hers. She immediately smiled, her cheeks bunching up.
“Hey, love,” she said. “What’s got you so agitated?”
“I’ve got a bad feeling.” He slid a balmy palm over the top of her hand and squeezed, lacing his fingers into hers.
“Things do tend to go south whenever you say that,” she said. “You’re sweating.”
“I know. I just… I don’t get Atalanta anymore. It’s like one day she’s fine with us—uh, me—working for JEM, but now she wants the Martians gone? What happens if she needs surgery again? We couldn’t have pulled that shit off if these Martians never landed. She’d be dead. Why does she want them to leave? At the end of the day, it’s a forest. You two can grow more trees, but fucking with them might mean she’s cut off from care if she needs it.”
“Well, one, let’s hope she doesn’t need it, Zos,” Barifka said. “And two, we don’t know for sure if it’s the Martians in the forest. Either way, of course Atta would want anyone doing damage to Ter’Ahn gone. I get they’re just trees to you, but love, she hears a voice you can’t.” Barifka leaned in to massage his forearm with her free hand. “She can feel the suffering of Ter’Ahn, and she can’t quiet it. Imagine living with another being—in this case a whole planet—talking in your head all the time.”
Zos shook his head, absently tugging at one of his short locs. “I… I can’t. It sounds miserable.” He dragged his hand across his face with a groan. “There are days I worry she needs a brain replacement, too.”
Barifka gasped, recoiling from his statement. She batted at his arm, and a part of her felt offended on Atalanta’s behalf. “How can you say that? You know she’s brilliant. You’ve seen her abilities grow since they manifested, and you know that’s because she’s communicating with Ter’Ahn.”
“No. I don’t know,” Zos said. “I’m being expected to trust Baron Ura’s assessment of something she has no one else on the ground investigating, just some random report.” He paused as if it took effort to birth the words from his throat. “It’s hard to trust when my gut says we’re walking into something we shouldn’t. It feels off.”
“I hear you.” She wrinkled her nose and gave him a squeeze, preparing to remind him of what they both already knew. “Buuuut, you know this is what Atalanta wants. Besides, you’re in it now, my dear. She asked for it for her birthday and you agreed.”
How could they not? Where Atalanta had a will, they would find a way.
“I was high off my ass last night—” Zos started.
"Nooope. You agreed.” Barifka yanked her hands away, pulling back to study him. “You did this to yourself, my guy. Own it.”
Zos refused to own it. His nostrils flared as he dragged in a sharp breath, eyes going flinty and focused like a bobcat about to strike. Adorable, but barbed. All she needed to do was avoid his claws. He puffed his chest up, preparing to launch into another round of defenses, but she cut him off with a kiss.
It worked like a dream, as reliable as gravity.
Barifka kissed him long enough she could feel the feline ferocity within him calm to a hum of desire instead. Only then did she lean back, tuck a strand of her strawberry-blonde hair behind an ear, and meet Zos’s eyes again. He purred like a kitten now, hazy-eyed and warm.
Barifka rubbed the top of his hand, tracing over his knuckles one at a time, marveling for a moment at how in the dim saloon lights his skin was almost the same shade as the lustrous metal of the ship, a navy blue so deep it was nearly black. Zos was the richness of the night sky, and she wished he could see himself the way she did.
“Atalanta has felt pulled closer to the city for a few days now, Zos,” Barifka said, continuing to rub his hands. “I know you don’t get it, that Ter’Ahn has been talking to her. The planet is warning her, and something else is going on. Even if I can’t hear her like Atta can, I feel it.”
Barifka paused a moment, breathing around the sensation bubbling from the bottom of her stomach—a lurch of uncertainty for the future and the constant buzz of distress that pervaded this planet. She brought it back to what she knew Zos could understand: their mutual lover’s stubbornness and singularity of vision.
“So, Atalanta’s going to do this whether we like it or not,” she said. “All we can do is have her back. Yeah?”
She gave him her most convincing apple-cheeked smile and gripped his hand tight, knowing precisely how he’d answer.
“Yeah. That’s all we can do. Well, except for each other.” His grin split his face, and his eyebrows rocketed toward his hairline. Zos pointed at her. “You wanna—?” He tapped his chest before pointing to the hallway leading to their cabins.
Laughing, Barifka shook her head, but said, “Yes, though we’ll have to be quick. You said a little under an hour until we’re talking to Edonn, and that accounts for you driving us in.” She slipped off the couch and offered him a hand. If there was one thing Barifka loved about Zos, it was how damn predictable he was, especially when compared to Atalanta. “Let’s go.”
He smirked as he took her hand. “Mmm, the perks of Atalanta being at the helm today instead of me.”
“That’s right, flyboy,” she said, giggling. She winked at Ashton and Sprogit as they cut across the saloon to the cabin hall. “I gotta say though, Atta’s a smoother pilot than you.”
Zos shrugged one shoulder, grabbing her by the waist and pressing her into his bedroom door. 
“Can’t help it—I’m working with a big engine,” he said, kissing Barifka’s neck. “Besides, I like it loud.”






  
  2
A Knight’s Duty

Zos


When Atalanta flew the Avalon, it was all mist and soft landings, quiet save the scrape against land as she parked. The ship set down, settling with a clink, followed by a sudden silent stillness. 
When Zos piloted? He raced to the destination, an adventure to see how quickly they could make the trip, what shortcuts he could find. Zos liked to press the ship’s hovering capacity to the limit, see how high and far he could push it. Of course, he always flew with both engines roaring, living for the sensation of the Avalon purring beneath his feet.
Barifka lay on Zos’s chest, nude and dewy with sweat. She circled her fingers around the pair of small, circular scars under his right nipple: the only sign of his breast removal years ago and a feat of surgery from JEM Health. He bowed his neck and kissed the top of her sleepy blonde head. She possessed a post-coital seductive languor that made him want to flip her onto her back again. But any moment, Atalanta would knock down the door wondering why they weren’t ready to go.
“Let’s gear up,” Zos said. He wrapped his arms around Barifka’s petite shoulders and gave her a tight squeeze of a hug. “You know Atta’s not gonna want to wait.”
“Mmm,” Barifka moaned. “I’d honestly rather stay in bed, but I did know what I was getting myself into.” With some effort, she sat up, throwing her legs over the side of the low mattress, stretching and twisting in place. “A promise is a promise.”
“Yeah, so you said.” Zos inhaled, expanding his chest to try and calm himself down.
He didn’t like how Atalanta handled the conversation about heading into Walatowa, her urgency, the way her “mission” blinded her. But she was Guinevere to his Lancelot—and also a little Morgan le Fay, minus the villainy, in that she was a magical being. He would love and fight for her no matter what, so there was no point arguing.
Instead, he clung to the scent of Barifka on his lips and chin, even as he wiped at his face with a hand. Their fun was over and it was time to find their informant. Familiar fear quaked its way through his core.
Barifka stood and scooted around the bed to give Zos a kiss. She looked like a rosy angel as she stepped into a direct beam of amber light cast from the recessed ceiling fixture. Her golden hair gleamed, barely kissing her shoulders in gentle waves. Where Atalanta stunned with her beauty, almost inaccessible, Barifka created instant comfort and energetic merging whenever she so much as met Zos’s eyes. She had a way, and he was grateful for her presence, her distraction.
Standing by the edge, her petite frame was only as tall as Zos sitting on the bedside—though her sturdy body showcased plenty of curves. He reached out and put a hand on Barifka’s wide hips, tracing upward over her side. He cupped one of her uniquely pokey ribs beneath one of her breasts. He was drawn right back in, and he didn’t want to let her go. He didn’t want to face what came next, but couldn’t bring himself to say it aloud.
Something flickered behind her aquamarine eyes when she smiled at him. She pulled back after lingering to look him over, probably reading his thoughts as she did. She was good at that. Still, she didn’t comment. Instead, she turned away and said, “I’ll go get kitted up. See you in the saloon.”
She paced out the door clutching her pile of clothes in her arms before he could say anything else.
Each crew member had their own cabin, but Barifka and Atalanta often slept with Zos. The rooms were built relatively the same, though the interior cabins had no windows. The doors opened to face a bed, with an entire wall of built-in cabinets and drawers to the left. Against the opposite wall, a small desk, a chair, mirror, and sink were provided.
Zos’s room was immaculate with little to show for personality—at least at a glance. The walls were painted the stock smoky gray that originally primed the inner ship. He liked the simplicity. One photo of the trio hung above his desk, and he had a bushy fern by the sink Atalanta forced on him for some color. The rest of his decor was subtle—a silver sword over his bed he called Excalibur in honor of his favorite Arthurian legend, chrome crosses on his cabinets, a single linotype print inked in black on cream parchment. The sole art piece lived just inside on the same wall as the door, easily visible from the bed. It depicted the outline of a man kneeling, being knighted by a lady with hair flowing like a river around her shoulders. The style was minimalistic but evoked a romanticism he appreciated.
Conversely, Atalanta’s lavish cabin was painted purple and stuffed full of plants. It typically featured all the charm of a trash heap with clothes and other collections piled everywhere. Barifka’s room was scattered with photos covering the eggshell blue walls, otherwise kept meticulously tidy. Ashton’s room was jarring in neon orange, with shelves installed for his favorite knickknacks and art obtained along their travels. Sprogit’s also featured extra storage, but for their crafting materials which provided plenty of color through the largely undecorated space. The standard desk and chair were removed and a more suitable worktable put in to accommodate Sprogit’s hoverchair.
With Barifka gone, Zos got up from the bed to get dressed again, crossing to the built-ins and opening the far right cabinet door. He selected a matched set of forest-colored fatigues and various undergear, laying them out neatly on the bed. He pulled on his briefs, socks, and a tank top before putting on the tactical pants and jacket. Next came boots, tough dark leather, followed by weapons and holsters: a bullet-slinging pistol on his left thigh, a stolen Martian energy rifle with a quick-release harness diagonally across his back, and a long trench knife in a sheath at his right hip.
Satisfied after patting each of his weapons, he took a moment to look at himself in the mirror between the desk and sink. He rubbed at his temples, feeling the coarse curls starting to grow in. It was about time to shave down the sides again, leaving only his locs on top. He saw a soldier looking back at him. A freedom fighter. A knight. He would protect Atalanta no matter what happened. That’s what he’d been training for all these years, right?
Whatever bad feelings he battled with, he put aside. Zos planned to show Atalanta how much he supported her. He’d stick it to the Martians or whoever thought they could take over the land people like them fought to repair for generations. And if they wanted to mess around? Fuck them, he thought. He narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest, nodding at himself in the mirror. 
Confident in his purpose, with fear pushed down deep, it was time to join the crew.
Zos strolled out into the saloon, finding everyone gathered as expected, save Barifka. Sprogit hadn’t changed, given they’d stay behind on the Avalon in case of danger, but the others were ready with their supplies. Ashton was wearing a more demure outfit than he usually did around the ship, a similar forest camouflage getup with his backpack toolkit already on. His hair was brushed once more and tied up in his signature loose bun. He had two Martian energy pistols, one on either of his hips. Atalanta was sitting in his lap on the edge of the emerald loveseat, her ensemble the same save the rifle now slung across her back. She was quietly whispering with Ashton until Zos walked in.
She was mid-giggle when she saw him, but immediately stood up, her features drawn and stern.
“What’s so funny?” Zos asked, swallowing the flutter of anxiety gnawing at him at Atalanta’s expression.
“Certainly not you arguing with me earlier,” she said with a dismissive flick of her wrist, ignoring his question outright. “Don’t interrupt me with tense conversations in the middle of me trying to pilot the ship. If you get distracted, the engines keep going. If I get distracted, the wind stops. I know you know that.”
Zos closed his eyes, breathing in the scent of Barifka still clinging to his skin. The sooner they stopped whoever was infringing on their turf and straightened out this whole ordeal, the sooner they wouldn’t have to worry about stealth missions and Atalanta flying the ship, anyway.
“Yeah,” he said, snapping his eyes back open to look at her. He met her tense energy by standing a little taller, no longer avoiding her gaze. “I do know that. I also need you to know I’m not particularly happy about being here, but I’ll do my part.”
There was so much he thought to say about how they were far from equipped to deal with Martian security if that’s what they were walking into. He wanted to shake her awake from her constant nightmare of the end of the planet. And god dammit, he longed to enjoy the freedom they had while Atalanta was in good health—not risk throwing it all away for her frankly impossible desire to save the world.
Atalanta cocked her head to the side, her expression as sour as she was beautiful. For a moment, he wondered if she could read his thoughts—see right through him with her haunting, stormy eyes. Her stare drank him in as she studied him, and she stayed silent until Barifka walked in from the cabin hall.
“Now, Barifka on the other hand, knows how to respect my concentration,” Atalanta said, completely turning her attention away from Zos. “Thanks for that, love.”
Barifka stopped at Zos’s flank. She wore a muted olive khaki set, her hair pulled back. She took in the group and nodded silently to Atalanta. Zos could tell she was uncomfortable, though, by the way her hands hovered over her stomach. He once asked why she did that sometimes, and she smiled, bashfully, as if impressed he noticed. Turned out, it was an attempt to comfort herself from the emotional tummy ache their tiffs could create.
“Now that we’re all here,” Atalanta said, taking a few steps back so she could see everyone again. “Let’s go over everything I know. We’re meeting up with Edonn of Walatowa. He called in a report to Baron Ura, and she requested we confirm what’s happening and call back. According to what she shared, Edonn told her he noticed the forest was healthier for some time, and wasn’t sure why. In other words, he doesn’t know we were responsible.
“He told the Baron there is a new presence that he suspects could be Martian in the northeastern parts of the forest. This could mean they’re expanding beyond what we thought were their boundaries. When Edonn contacted the Baron earlier this week, he shared they started moving in. They hadn’t set up a full base yet as far as he could tell. My hope is that’s still the case.”
Zos rubbed at his face once more. The Martians were industrious, capable, and with wealth exceeding anything he dreamed possible. They stuck to the city-ship, minus erecting the prefab districts for workers, until the last few months. Since, it was confirmed at least three warehouses were erected in wasteland areas surrounding the city.
Ashton slid a hand over his smooth chin and mouth, humming into his fingers. “What’s the plan if we confirm we are dealing with land grabbing Martians?”
“Our goal is not to fight,” said Atalanta. “Our goal is to gather enough information from Edonn and our own surveillance to figure out what they’re doing and how we might stop it. That might mean we break or remove equipment and deter them from pushing further into our territory. It could mean asking Baron Ura to start negotiations if it seems there’s an option. We could be here for a few days depending on what we find, but my hope is we’ll be able to go into the forest after sundown without issue and scope things out.”
Nodding, Ashton sat back on the settee, glancing at Sprogit. He gave his other love a smile, reaching out a hand toward them.
Zos saw Atalanta’s confidence falter, her eyes fluttering closed a second. When she snapped them back open, she was back to her usual fiery energy.
“Edonn only shared that he was out hunting when he heard machines in the distance and got closer to look. He reported they were spraying chemicals and starting to cut down trees. After realizing what they were doing, he contacted Baron Ura, she called me, and that’s what led us here.”
Considering that Baron Ura didn’t send her own troops means she doesn’t believe in the report, or really doesn’t think there’s a threat, Zos thought.
According to Atalanta last night, the Baron called her earlier in the day, happening to reach her personal line when no one else was around. Allegedly, Ura insisted Atalanta have the right of first refusal to investigate since they were the unofficial stewards of that area. Sure, it was their efforts that brought life back to the heart of Caldera—Barifka and Atalanta most of all. They had spent weeks at a time in Zunitai, Yekatai, Robena, and most recently, Moyatai, bringing vitality to the roots of trees long struggling and vigor to the seedlings beginning to take root. With Atalanta’s magic, what may have taken decades was possible in months. 
This was the first request the Baron ever directly made of them, and it was a steep one if there were any signs of legitimate danger.
Barifka chewed on her lower lip, and Zos reached out a hand to reassure her.
Atalanta shifted her attention to Sprogit and said, “We’ll be driving into Walatowa in the Lance, which isn’t far at all. The ship is pretty well hidden if I do say so myself. As always, keep the comms on, and we’ll call if we need you. Any other questions, anyone?”
Sprogit shrugged a single slim shoulder. They began working on the fine piece of knitwork in their lap again. Ashton took the opportunity to press his lips against Sprogit’s messy hair, squeezing one of their forearms lightly. Then he stood.
Atalanta glanced between Barifka, Zos, and Ashton, waiting.
“Yeah,” Zos said, his gut hot. He already knew the answer to what he was about to ask, but he asked anyway. “What do we do if it does come to a fight?”
“What we always do,” Atalanta replied through a grim smile. “Survive.”
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The Void

Atalanta


The steep ride down the mountainside unsettled her, the journey as tumultuous as her nerves. Wind whipped all around them as Zos steered the Lancelot toward the best paths possible, far bumpier and steeper than she liked without being in control. Still, the way he grinned made her heart stutter. 
Zos was thrilled to be driving again, a wonderful distraction as her stomach lurched. His smile cut a clean, straight line across his handsome, boyish face. His beard showed signs of lasting, filling in after a year of hormones—his other reward for working for JEM. 
Atalanta loved Zos before when he possessed more curves than lines, but she loved the confidence he exuded now more. She loved him most when he was joyriding, flying free and alive in the moment.
It was a delight to witness him in a body reflecting how he’d always seen himself.
Atalanta swallowed down the swirl of stories in her head, instead trying to stay present. Gripping a bar of the open air ATV’s frame in one hand and Barifka’s thigh in the other, she hoped she wouldn’t puke. That was no way to start their first real on-the-ground mission helping people rather than plants. 
“How long until we’re at the bottom?” Atalanta asked, swallowing her queasiness. 
“Minute, maybe two,” Zos said. 
Their crew completed plenty of stealthy ops to the edge of Caldera, the territory they called home. In the past, stealth was to keep Atalanta’s powers under wraps while they tended the land. She presented as an anomaly, after all. But now, danger was possible, and her chest tightened with fear.
Whenever Zos was on edge, it was a bad sign. Her street savvy lover hadn’t been wrong since they were kids. They entangled as trauma-bonded family and friends years before they became messy, passionate lovers. Zos always seemed to sense the flavor of danger in the atmosphere before it materialized—whether it was the instinctual need to duck or knowing someone was coming. So the fact he bothered to interrupt her earlier mid-flight to bring up his nerves was pressing her toward a cliff edge of existential dread.
Giving up now was not an option. 
As soon as Baron Ura told her what the mission was, Atalanta responded without hesitation. The chance anyone planned to undo her work in the northern parts of Caldera was unacceptable. She knew how to help. This was her opportunity to rally the troops. Only the crew of the Avalon were not troops, and she’d avoided being forthcoming with them. 
Rather than share her full plans to investigate Edonn’s report, the rest of the crew thought they traveled east from Moyatai exclusively for Atalanta’s twenty-second birthday party. In reality, she wanted them closer to her desired destination. She failed to admit her true intentions until the festivities were underway in Zunitai. 
She had a fantastic night, and her wish was ultimately granted.
After round two of lovemaking with Zos and Barifka, but prior to inviting Ashton into the fray, she made her birthday request to the crew. 
“As you all know, Ter’Ahn gave me my gift to help bring the full potential of life back to the surface,” she’d said, taking a long hit off a pipe before passing it to Zos. “Baron Ura contacted me earlier today. She got a report about a potential situation in the northeast, in the Yekatai forest. A local named Edonn says someone is destroying the land. I can’t stand by and let Yekatai be hurt after we worked so hard to seed more life there. I want to go inspect things myself and stop this destruction in its tracks.”
“I shoulda fuckin’ known you had some ulterior motive to bringing us all the way out here,” Zos mumbled, and Barifka pinched him.
“Of course we have to check into it,” Barifka said.
Ashton was silent, as was Sprogit who was half asleep in their chair.
“Yeah, fine. Let’s look,” Zos said after a pause, hitting the herbs so zealously he coughed for nearly a minute.
She left it at that because they’d all returned to their pleasure fueled party, and the topic dropped until after they’d all woken this morning. When Atalanta confirmed she was in fact serious and would be flying the ship herself, she thought Zos might pop a vein. But Barifka smoothed that over for her. Plus, in case there was danger, it’d be quieter to let Atalanta pilot. That’d been good enough for him.
Yet, now she was second guessing herself. Any focus she presently possessed was pure adrenaline. Zos’s initial joy at driving shifted to a pensive expression, his dark brows conjoining above his nose as his face scrunched—in what? Concentration? Anger? Fear? 
Her own emotions were too tangled to tell.
Ashton sat up front with Zos, his curls almost the color of saffron in the sunlight as they whipped in the wind on the drive down. He looked as he almost always did—an uncannily beautiful face passive of expression even as he observed the majestic forest looming in the distance. 
Barifka’s expression was passive, too, her irises the same color as the sea at ease. But as soon as she met Atalanta’s eyes she perked instantly, her round cheeks dimpling as she smiled. Atalanta loved everything about Barifka’s face, from the way her features bunched when she grinned to how her eyes always glittered when she gazed at her lovers. She was beyond welcoming and reassuring.
“You’re practically green,” Barifka said, patting Atalanta’s hand on her thigh. “Breathe!”
Atalanta sucked in a breath as commanded, anchoring herself with Barifka’s attention. Ever since she joined their lives around five years ago, Barifka was like glue, keeping everyone together. If it hadn’t been for her, Atalanta wasn’t sure she and Zos would still be a couple, let alone if she’d still be alive. While Zos’s work for JEM Health was what she needed for her organ replacements, without Barifka caring for her in her gloomiest and most pain-filled days, Atalanta felt certain she would have taken herself out of the equation.
“Thanks, Bari. You are my lifeline,” she said, words hard to hear over the wind. But the rosy-cheeked smile from her lover confirmed to Atalanta her meaning was still received.
They hit the rough roads after a few minutes riding downhill, then began making their way north again. It wasn’t a long trek into the village at all, only a few miles through rocky, sandy terrain. The paved paths of Old Earth were all but destroyed, eroded from centuries of heat and disrepair, but still often better than going off-road. Once on more level ground, Atalanta closed her eyes and tuned inward to listen to the land.
Just over a year ago, the crew was here bringing life back to the forest. Their project was a bit of a secret as Atalanta’s ability to manipulate the weather, moisture, air, and pressure was known to only a few. Of course, Baron Ura, Barifka and Sprogit’s aunt and the clan leader of the Allis family knew. So did Sprogit’s father, Jorr, Barifka’s parents, and her four siblings. Other than that, it was kept to the polycrew itself. Ura was concerned that if word got out about what Atalanta was capable of, she’d never be able to rest again. They needed to be intentional with how Atalanta used her abilities.
Yekatai forest was her first massive co-creation with the planet—the first piece of land aside from Ter’Ahn, Mother Earth herself, to tell her their name. Yekatai was a special place to her.
Atalanta brought life wherever she went, threading currents of water into the soil, blowing away ages of dust and debris burying root systems, and using her power to sow countless seeds across the region. But the forest had been different. Yekatai had what she sensed as a more prominent consciousness—a distinct voice, longing, and vision it wanted to see complete. With her ability to harness the wind and connect with that presence, the forest had gone from feeling sparse and dry to lush and green in a matter of weeks. It had been amongst the most stunning, affirming days of her life.
She’d never felt so important.
So the idea that anyone would harm Yekatai was something she couldn’t bear.
She cast her awareness outward, volleying like a javelin into the omnipresence of life around her. She allowed her consciousness to sink into the earth itself. Down into the mycelial and root networks. Feeling the branches of connections forking under the forest floor. Sensing the vibrance, the thrum of life. She could almost taste the rich chlorophyll in the plants, the minerals in the soil, and the clean water in aquifers beneath the layers of dirt. Vitality spread farther than she remembered, meaning their greenifying work was expanding as Nature intended.
Then came the shock—the patch of death. An ichorous, ill feeling surged through her chest and upward like tendrils of tar. It stretched to her neck and climbed through her face until it settled, buzzing in the center of her forehead.
“Hurry,” she heard, a voice within sounding like rustling leaves. She knew it was an aspect of Ter’Ahn herself, the piece that made up Yekatai.
“They’re doing something awful in the forest. I can feel it,” Atalanta said, steadying herself by looking at her people. “There is a zone of absence. An abyss.”
Barifka leaned into her. “That sounds scary. What do you mean?”
“It’s not great,” Atalanta said. She wrapped an arm around Barifka and pulled her in close. “There is so much life here, yet there is a hole where it feels like death. A patch of poison seeped into the ground. I hear the cries of trees, feel their distress. I can’t stay connected like that.” 
With a thought, she disconnected from the consciousness beneath, above, and surrounding her. “We’ll have answers soon, though.”
“We’ll be in town in five,” Zos said, eyes on the road ahead.
Ashton twisted in his seat, looking back at Barifka and Atalanta. “You were incredible at making all this…” He swept a hand outward toward the landscape, growing so much fuller since their last visit. The evergreens stood bright and full, the redbuds fading from magenta to emerald, and the desert willows resplendent with their paler pink blooms. “It’s remarkable, really.”
“Yekatai and Ter’Ahn helped,” Atalanta said, dipping her head in reverence for the power of Nature herself.
“Yeah, but they needed your hands to move what they couldn’t,” Ashton said. “You’ve been instrumental in all of this. I understand why you want to make sure it’s not torn down.” He slow-blinked at her, much like a cat, then added, “I’ve got your back.”
Atalanta nodded, heartened by Ashton’s encouragement. “I know you do, love,” she said, then leaned forward in her seat to give him a hasty, windswept kiss. “I know you all do.”

      [image: ]As promised, they arrived at the edge of Walatowa less than fifteen minutes after leaving the Avalon. The township of Walatowa proper was small, populated by a mix of Calderans, travelers, and even some members of the Allied Nations of the Threshold who watched over the southernmost parts of the land they protected. 
When the Avalon crew traveled through in the past to revivify the forest, they avoided Walatowa proper. Instead of coming up through the pass like they were now, they’d taken the Avalon around the outskirts and moved on foot to areas of the forest Atalanta felt called to.
Forested mountainous terrain cradled them on either side, even as the telltale signs of civilization emerged amongst the green. They passed sign posts, patchwork old Earth vehicles parked off the cragged road, and piles of scrap. The dwellings, mostly metal trailers, were surrounded by meager late spring crops. A few lean cattle with long horns and a handful of sheep tinged rusty red by the dust and sand roamed a field. 
As they passed a family of three out working a barren patch of earth, the air felt heavy and still. Two of them scrambled as they spotted the Lancelot, a man ducking behind the cows in the field, and the smallest darted into one of the blocky buildings, slamming the door. The third, a woman dressed in patchy robes, froze, eyes wide in the middle of the scrap filled yard.
Atalanta shuddered. “Why did that woman seem like a ghost? What happened here?”
“I feel it, too,” Barifka whispered.
Soon they neared the town center, dotted with more trailers, a few houses, and a looming warehouse-like building. What they didn’t see were many people.
“When Edonn called Baron Ura, he told her we could go straight to his place. He should be in a cabin on the far end of town from here, before the path leading into Yekatai,” Atalanta said.
She gazed out at the nearing village, wondering why more people weren’t bustling about, talking with their neighbors. It was hot, yes, but not hot enough for everyone to hole up inside, not yet. It was still May.
They drove a short stint through the settlement—about three dozen scrap-built homes, but she witnessed less than a handful of people outside. As soon as the villagers heard the Lancelot crunching over the graveled, broken roads, most ran or hid like the others. Some tripped over themselves as they fled. Those few who did not bolt watched the ATV zip through with tired eyes, and Atalanta realized these people were dissociated, barely tethered in the present.
Zos drove them straight through as intended, not speaking until they stopped on the far end of Walatowa. There was a lone wooden cabin as described with a small fenced in yard, the gate ajar.
Atalanta tossed herself out of their vehicle, scanning the area to assess if anyone else was lurking before heading for the front door. She didn’t see anybody, but couldn’t shake the feeling someone or something was watching. Barifka and Ashton followed close behind while Zos parked around the back side.
“Edonn?” Atalanta called, knocking on the front door. She glanced to Barifka and Ashton who were both facing away, staring into the town, perplexed. Taking another breath, she turned back to the door and knocked again. “Edonn, we’re here on behalf of Baron Ura.”
When no reply came, she tried again. A sick sense of desperation rooted in her belly. Certainly, something happened to the land here—a toxic creep she sensed in her veins. But where was their contact?
Zos walked up from the side, pausing when he saw Atalanta still standing in front of the door. He put a hand on the pistol on his thigh, approaching cautiously. “I’ve got—”
“Shhh.” Atalanta cut him off, raising a hand. “Edonn, I’m going to knock again and then I’m going to count to ten. If you don’t open the door, I’m coming in.”
When nothing happened, Zos reached past Atalanta and tried the door. The knob twisted in his hand without resistance. He looked to Atalanta for approval, slipping the gun from his thigh into his hand. He swung the door open with the other at her nod. The door creaked as it opened and light spilled into the dwelling.
Nothing but silence met them.
The house was an open floor plan with a loft, the stairs off to the left side of the small scrap wood cabin. In the middle of the room there was an old ratty beige couch with holes in the fabric the size of a palm, piled with blankets and pillows. It had a coffee table stacked with books shoved close to it. Ashton drifted in and up the stairs as the rest squeezed into the cramped living space.
Straight ahead was a kitchenette with a stove, fridge, one small patch of counter, a sink, and a tall cabinet. Pots and pans were still out on the stovetop, and the scent of roasted vegetables and venison clung in the air. At closer inspection, one of the pots was still filled with cold stew. A dining table set for two was situated to the right of the kitchenette. A few shelves shoved full of more books, various supplies, and foodstuffs packed the rest of the wall space not claimed by the cookery.
“I am so glad the saloon is so much bigger than this,” Barifka muttered to herself, taking in the minuscule kitchen. She prodded at the stew with the ladle left precariously balanced on the stove.
“Edonn?” Atalanta asked. “Any sign of him up there, Ash?”
“Nothing,” Ashton called down the stairs. “Only an unmade bed up here.”
Atalanta turned and walked right back out the front door. Her brain rapidly fired through questions and scenarios. Cooked food sat out but abandoned, which made the strange lack of activity in the village nag at her all the more, whispering danger. She’d come here for information, and what she was getting wasn’t promising.
As she stepped out into the yard, she almost screamed as a slip of a woman stumbled through the gate. Her clothing was a gauzy, breathable ivory fabric, just as raggedy as the couch. She was older than the crew, at least by twenty years, her face weather-worn and wrinkled.
“You’re not in uniforms. Are you here for Edonn?” the woman said, a sob breaking her voice.
Atalanta’s stomach jolted at the sight of the weeping woman. “Yes, we were hoping to talk to him about what might be going on up north. Are you alright?”
“He was
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