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      Who do you turn to for help when the very people who are supposed to be protecting you are the ones doing the harm?
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        * * *

      

      For Renee Good, Keith Porter, Alex Pretti, and everyone else this administration has terrorized, murdered, slandered, or failed to protect.

      

      You deserved better. You deserved to live.

      You deserve justice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IMPORTANT IN-FUR-MATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Parents: This series is intended for adult and mature young adult readers due to scenes with both sex and violence. If you’re unsure whether this book is suitable for your child, I recommend reading it yourself first.

      Detailed trigger warnings and other in-fur-mation can be found on my website at https://heatingcats.com

      To my fans: From the bottom of my heart, I thank you! I would love to hear from you. Please consider leaving a review or sending me a message, even if you threw my book in the freezer until the characters learned to calm down. (Yes, that’s happened.)
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            ELLIE: THE INTERVIEW

          

        

      

    

    
      Senior Guild Master Elliana Khihar had always buried her grief in work, but for the first time in her life, she found she couldn’t. Her backlog was full of tickets and messages from friends and colleagues who had conspired against her and had since been executed. As she stared at those messages, she couldn’t help but wonder who else she would lose when the Senior Council’s ultimatum was up at the end of the standard week.

      She’d been ordered not to go digging for information on the smuggling operation Marsee had uncovered, which meant someone she knew well was involved. She didn’t know if she could handle another death or, worse, another betrayal. She couldn’t even deal with the chaos caused by the loss of those who had already been executed, because she didn’t know who she could trust to replace them.

      Closing her tablet with a frustrated and heartbroken sigh, she decided she needed a distraction.

      But what? she wondered.

      The celebration of Temperate’s life, along with the five others who had died in the Leviathan attack, wasn’t scheduled until later that evening, when it was safer for the Hue-mans to be outside, and she was supposed to be on bed rest because of her high-risk pregnancy.

      A warm breeze wafted through her open window and door, bringing the scent of flowers from the garden and the strange alien scents of the rescued Earth creatures. For all her grief, it was a beautiful morning, especially for this time of year.

      Feeling cooped up inside and not wanting to waste a rare cool morning, she padded her way up to her protege’s room, grabbed one of Marsee’s new pillows, and dragged it outside to a spot that overlooked the animal pastures. After kneading the pillow to find a comfortable position, she curled up to watch the Earth creatures.

      Shortly after, one of the spotted long-necks bolted out of its enclosure, letting off a loud bleating scream. At first, she was worried something had startled or stung it as it ran across the field towards the horse enclosure. When it approached the fence, it turned, and the horses took off with it, bucking and snorting in what appeared to be play, rather than fear.

      The creatures didn’t stop until they reached the far end of their pasture, where one of the odd-looking, genetically-modified scrub trees stood on a small hill. It had been planted for shade, but there were only a few small sections of the strange green leaves left on its upper branches. Nothing grew this time of year, and she was surprised to see any form of foliage left, but the tree, like the pasture, had been carefully tended and watered.

      The horses began grazing, while the long neck went after the few remaining leaves on the tree with its surprisingly long purple tongue.

      I wonder how it keeps its head up, she thought absently, and made a mental note to ask GrandFather the next time she saw him.

      Shrugging, she pulled out her tablet to find something to read. She’d barely made it a paragraph in her book when an urgent notification interrupted her.

      She scowled as she read through the message, determined that it wasn’t even remotely urgent, then forwarded it off to Nardal to handle—in a month or two. Two minutes later, a second message arrived.

      Her tail twitched with annoyance as she forwarded that message as well. When the third notification came in, she growled and sent everyone in her Guild a message to remind them that the day had been designated as an interplanetary holiday and that if it wasn’t a critical request that someone’s life depended on, she expected everyone to take the day off to honor the lives lost on the Water World, as she was doing.

      When yet another notification interrupted her concentration only a few minutes later, she nearly threw her tablet over the balcony.

      Turning it off instead, she tossed it aside with a growl and padded back into Marsee’s room to browse the shelves of books that had been delivered to replace all of the books that Damon had damaged.

      She’d insisted that they not only provide replacements but also several additional shelves of books based on the kinds of works her protege preferred. It turned out Marsee read just about everything but focused heavily on the fantasy genre, an area that Ellie didn’t read much of herself.

      There were a few books that Marsee had duplicates of, where the originals had been worn out from re-reading. Ellie’d had those books replaced with first editions, where she could, and even a few that were signed. These were all in a protective display case, but she’d also ordered duplicates so that Marsee could read them without damaging the special editions.

      She scanned the shelf of duplicates, picked out a fantasy book that looked interesting, deciding she wanted to read something that didn’t require thought, unlike the non-fiction she usually only ever had time to read, and carried it back to the balcony.

      It wasn’t long before she realized why this was one of Marsee’s favorites, and without the ever-present ding of notifications to interrupt her, she was soon so thoroughly engrossed in the story that she never even heard Myra walk up beside her.

      “There you are!”

      Ellie yelped in surprise and nearly flung the book over the side of the balcony.

      After recovering, she pinned her ears and glared at Myra, who was grinning back at her with mischief gleaming in her eyes and a tightly spiraled tail behind her.

      “Do you know how many times I’ve done that to Marsee over the years?” Myra asked.

      Ellie softened her glare at her friend’s teasing and held up the book. “I imagine quite a few—if the rest of her books are as good as this one. I haven’t lost myself in a story like this in decades.”

      “Oooh, yeah. That’s one of my favorites, but before you get your whiskers stuck in it again, you need to go back inside. Your fur hasn’t regrown enough to control your body temperature, and you’re starting to overheat.” Myra held up her scanner. “Enough to set off an alert.”

      Ellie looked down at her patchy coat and noticed some of her gray skin had started to turn red. She hadn’t even noticed. “I’d better order some clothing until my fur grows back. This is too nice a spot to avoid.”

      Myra said nothing as Ellie flipped the corner of the page down to mark her place, but her expression was one of mock outrage.

      “What?” Ellie asked innocently.

      “Don’t let Marcus see you do that,” Myra replied. “Marsee did that once with one of the books she borrowed, and he about bit her tail off with a lecture that made me want to run and hide. In the mood he’s in these days, he might just revoke your access to the Archives.”

      Ellie grinned wickedly. “Why do you think I do it. I know how much it makes his fur stand on end. I keep fake copies of ancient books in my office just to torment him. As for this book, it’s going in my collection, which means I can do whatever I want to it. I’ll have another one printed off for Marsee. She’ll never even know it was missing.”

      Myra chuckled and turned to pad her way back down the ramp, tail still spiraled tightly behind her.

      Ellie followed, after tossing the cushion back in Marsee’s room, then set the book on the table next to her bed, and turned to find Myra handing her an ice-cold drink of star fruit juice. She drank the entire glass, not realizing how thirsty she was, and felt the cool liquid seep through her insides.

      While she drank, Myra closed up the room and turned the air conditioning system on full blast.

      Council City, where Ellie had lived for most of her life, had a far more temperate climate, and she’d never even installed a cooling unit in her home since there were usually only a handful of days warm enough to bother with one. The unit in the room had originally been installed for Hue-man comfort and was a beast, designed to support a space ten times the size. It didn’t take the small room long to cool down, or for Myra’s worried frown to go away.

      “Did I hurt them?” Ellie asked, concerned. Myra rarely let her mask drop enough to show her feelings when treating someone.

      “No, but you’ll have to be more careful in the future. Without your coat, you’re even more susceptible to the heat than the Hue-mans are because we don’t have their ability to sweat. Turn the cooling unit on between noon and dusk, and if you’re going to go outside to read, do so before mid-morning or stay in the shade.”

      “I had no idea. I’ll order clothing for Marsee as well. Any idea what she’d like?”

      “The softer, the better. She avoids rough or grippy fabrics like they’ve been dug out of the compost heap. I half think she joined the Guild because of it. The moment she learned how to sew, she replaced all the pillows and seating in the family room, and we’d only just replaced them. Oh, and she loves color. Purples and blues are her favorites.”

      Ellie nodded and fired off a quick message to Nardal to handle it—tomorrow.

      “Speaking of Marsee, in case you haven’t seen it, your protege has been busy while you’ve been stealing her books,” Myra said when she was done.

      “Oh? What did she do this time?” Ellie asked.

      “You won’t believe it.”

      Ellie scoffed. “I seriously doubt that.” After witnessing Marsee lead the Honor Guard and give the speech at Temperate’s funeral, she was sure Marsee could do just about anything.

      “She…” Myra said, pausing dramatically to tease her, “gave an interview…to the press.”

      “Really?!” Ellie exclaimed, ears flicked back in surprise. That was the last thing she expected. “This I have to see.”

      It didn’t take her long to find, as it was one of the top news items. She threw it on the massive medical monitor in the room, then settled on her bed to watch.

      The recording started with Marsee, Little Flower, and Hope, along with their two primary shadows, Avery and Tamarin, swimming through a thick crowd of people in the park in front of Council Platform, while music played from somewhere off-camera.

      A state funeral meant a council-sponsored celebration, but Clear Seas had gone further and declared the day a planetary holiday. The Hue-man Council had voted to do the same in honor of Tanner, who had given her life to save Marsee, along with a sizeable donation to the Leviathan fund. The other councils had quickly followed suit.

      Celebrations would be held in every district, from the largest city to the smallest village. There would be food, dancing, and music until midnight, and critical personnel, like Trauma Center Healers, would split shifts so everyone could attend, and be credited triple their normal rate for any hours they had to work. It was expensive, but after the shock of the trial and the Leviathan attack, the people needed something good to counter it.

      Adults moved out of Marsee’s way and flashed silver and purple, but she had to stop as a group of Water Sprite children swarmed past in a rainbow streak of light, completely oblivious to the high-ranking guests around them as they played. While many of the adults flickered their outrage at the children for not paying attention to where they were swimming, Marsee smiled, and her tail curled at their antics, which tempered the reaction of the adult Sprites.

      “Excuse me, Translator. A moment of your time, please,” a Water Sprite Journalist called out in Saber, trying to get Marsee’s attention.

      Marsee glanced towards them, then clearly recognized that she was being asked to give an interview.

      Ellie chuckled at her expression. Marsee looked like she wanted to climb back into her cave, but she took a deep breath and nodded as she turned to face the reporter. The others quickly backed off camera.

      “That’s it,” Ellie whispered, trying to give her protege courage, even though the interview was several hours old at this point.

      “Thank you, Translator,” the Sprite continued, but switched to speaking in Flyer. “I’m Veera Cliffton from Channel Three Flyer News. I was hoping you’d be willing to answer a few of our viewers’ questions.”

      “I would be…happy to,” Marsee replied, responding in hesitant but clear Flyer.

      “Liar,” Ellie muttered, and Myra’s tail corkscrewed tightly with laughter.

      “Wonderful! Before we begin, I would like to congratulate you on your promotion from Journeyman to Guild Master.”

      “Thank you,” Marsee replied, with a slight nod of her head.

      “From what I understand, it’s the fastest promotion to that rank ever seen within the Guild. Our viewers want to know if that has anything to do with the Senior Guild Master’s unexpected absence from the Council Meeting. We are, of course, quite concerned about her absence in light of the injuries she sustained. We’ve tried contacting her, but our requests for an interview have all been denied.”

      “My promotion is unrelated to the Senior Guild Master’s absence, and I can assure your viewers that she is recovering nicely from her injuries. More than that, I am not at liberty to discuss,” Marsee replied.

      “Good girl,” Ellie said.

      “So your promotion was not to make you eligible for the position of Senior Guild Master?” The reporter pressed.

      “That’s correct. In conjunction with my donation to the Guild’s Research Fund, I agreed to take over the management of that division as part of my mentorship,” Marsee replied.

      “I can certainly understand your desire to manage your investment, but that’s a massive responsibility for one so young. The decisions you make there will have lasting impacts on the Consortium. Do you feel confident in your ability to manage the fund?”

      Marsee nodded. “My Mentor wouldn’t have promoted me if she didn’t believe I was capable and ready for the position. She will still have final approval over the projects presented to the Council, but I will take on the brunt of the work, such as reviewing the applications and overseeing the projects currently in progress. I’m honestly looking forward to it, as it will allow me the opportunity to collaborate with some of the best Masters and Guild Masters in the universe.”

      “That will require a significant amount of travel. My understanding is that you’ve only just entered into a partnership with your sister, Councilor Little Flower Chenzira. Are you concerned about being away from them for so long?”

      “No, I’m not. They will be joining me. We’re looking forward to exploring the universe together. Little Flower has a lot to learn about our species, and what better way than experiencing the other worlds firsthand.”

      “After everything that’s happened to you, I would think you’d want nothing to do with travel anymore.”

      Marsee shrugged slightly. “I can’t deny that parts of this trip were truly horrible, but as I’ve said before, they were balanced by the outpouring of love and support I’ve had from the citizens of this world. If you set aside what Rip did to me, the rest of my trip has been phenomenal. I’ve made new friends, collaborated with amazing crafters, and even learned new skills. Then there’s the food. Opal, who runs the new restaurant Fire Sticks, is nothing short of a magician with her cuisine. There hasn’t been a single thing I’ve tried that I haven’t loved.”

      Marsee sighed and looked momentarily distracted before remembering where she was. “I’ve also thoroughly enjoyed your music—mesmerized, really. You should check out the collaboration between Master Sea Turtle and Councilor Curtis if you haven’t already. They mix Hue-man and Water Sprite music in ways I can’t even begin to describe.”

      Ellie paused the interview to check on Henry’s album and chuckled. “Marsee’s interviews are good for the Guild. Henry’s album hit the number one spot almost immediately,” she told Myra, then resumed playing.

      “Speaking of music, I must say, you’re quite the vocalist yourself. I wasn’t familiar with the piece you sang, and we can’t find any record of it in the Music Archives. Did you write it?”

      “No. It’s one of my siblings’ pieces that they wrote for my mother after my litter-mate died. They never released it, or at least, I don’t think they did. It’s titled ‘A Mother’s Prayer.’”

      “If they haven’t released it, they should. I don’t believe I’ve heard anything quite so moving before,” the reporter said.

      “Neither have I, if I’m honest. The Water Sprite’s harmony this morning is exactly what I’m talking about. Two cultures came together over a universally shared experience and created something profoundly beautiful. As my Mentor said to me a few days ago, sometimes, the very best things in life come out of the worst.”

      “How about that?” Ellie muttered. “She actually listened to me.”

      Myra snorted.

      “Speaking of the worst, our viewers were surprised that you forgave Snapper Fish after what he did to you. Many felt he didn’t deserve to be honored today. Can you explain why you did?”

      Anger flashed in Marsee’s eyes, and the very tip of her tail twitched, which surprised Ellie and the reporter, if Ellie wasn’t mistaken, although the reporter’s skin didn’t reflect it.

      Marsee took several deep breaths to calm herself before continuing.

      “His daughter was kidnapped and held for months. Months! I can’t even imagine the torment she went through and the courage it took for her to survive that long. I barely managed for two days. Who are we to judge what a parent would do to find and save their child? Snapper did what he thought he had to. After everything the Council has discovered, tell me truthfully. Who could he have gone to for help? Both the Guard and the Council were compromised, and talking to the wrong person could have meant his daughter's death. He did what he could to mitigate what Rip was doing, handed over information freely to my father and uncle, knowing he was signing his own death warrant, and made up for his actions by giving his life to save the lives of everyone in this city. Whether he knew I was there or not, I intend to remember him for his sacrifice and not for the actions he was forced to take. He has more than repaid his debt to me, and regardless of what people might think, he deserves the honors he was shown today, and his daughter deserves our compassion.”

      That seemed to satisfy the reporter, so they changed the subject. “We were also wondering if you had any response to Senior Honor Guard Kendra Hunt’s comments this morning.”

      Marsee frowned and shook her head. “I don’t know what comments you’re referring to. I was rather busy this morning and haven’t looked at my tablet or the news since yesterday.”

      The reporter brought up the interview and shared it with Marsee. It was displayed on a split screen, allowing viewers to see both the interview and Marsee’s reaction.

      “I take it from your expression that this surprises you?” the reporter asked, after a moment of stunned silence on Marsee’s part.

      Marsee snorted and scratched at her ear. “Surprise would be an understatement. In case anyone is wondering, though, while I appreciate the immense compliment I’ve just been given, I have absolutely no desire to join the Guard.”

      “Is that so? Our research indicates that you are training with them. People have seen you leave their training facilities on a regular basis, and we all saw your sister's skill with the stunner.”

      “All of that is true,” Marsee replied. “But neither of us is planning to join the Guard. Both my sister and I have been attacked several times, and we both want to learn how to defend ourselves better. In addition to teaching us to use a stunner, the guards are also helping us with our recovery and physical therapy.”

      “Ah. How is it that your sister is so good with a stunner? My understanding is that the Hue-man’s banned weapons on Little Earth. Has she been practicing in secret?”

      “No. My sister’s birth father was an Honor Guard and taught her how to use a similar weapon back on Earth. Owning a weapon for self-defense was a controversial but protected right in her district. I understand the Hue-man’s desire to keep weapons out of their community, but I, for one, am very grateful for her skills.”

      “That brings up another question. Many of our viewers wonder how you managed to capture and kill Rip Current without any training. You’re less than half his size, and he could have easily killed or immobilized you with a touch. Many don’t believe you did, but that the Seniors were the ones to catch and kill him, and that everything that has happened since is a ploy by the Seniors to gain control.”

      Marsee glared at the reporter with a look that would have made Kendra flinch, and her tail lashed hard. “I assure you, I not only caught him before the Seniors could arrive, I persuaded him to let go of Stormy and tell us where the others were located, and then, when they were found, I killed him, as is my Charter-given right, as slowly as I could, but not nearly as slowly as he deserved.”

      Her voice rang with bristling fury at the audacity of the reporter’s statement. “As for how I managed it, he underestimated the lengths an Honor Guard will go to save the life of another. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      Marsee flicked her wrists with a loud snap to activate the strange fins she’d been wearing for the Honor Guard ceremony. Ellie noticed that Marsee’s claws flashed with the motion, which she was sure had been deliberate.

      The reporter, quite a bit larger than Rip had been, startled, both jerking back away from Marsee and flashing a flicker of white, but quickly recovered. “Uh..of course. Thank you, Translator.”

      Marsee gave the tiniest nod of her head and swam off, with the others following behind. The matching glares of her two shadows were enough to make the reporter swallow hard before continuing.

      Ellie chuckled as she turned off the monitor and looked over at Myra, who was shaking her head at the now-dark screen.

      “I’ve watched the ending three times now, and it gets better every time,” Myra said. “Imagine a Water Sprite of Veera’s size scared by my little kitten.”

      “They should be,” Ellie replied. “She’s ferocious when she has to be, and she couldn’t have done any better with that interview if she’d prepared for it. Now, would you please hand me that jar of nano cream that I remember seeing in that cabinet over there? I think I might have burned myself.”

      Myra held up the jar and grinned. “Oh, you did. I was just wondering when you’d notice.”

      “So you were just going to let me suffer until I said something?”

      “Consider it reinforcement.” Myra scooped a large glob out and started slathering it on her back while Ellie took care of her own arms and nose. The cool relief was almost instantaneous.

      “So, how far can I go from here? Just the tower?” Ellie asked when she was fully slathered.

      “You can go anywhere you want,” Myra said, “outside of the hot tub, but you’ll need to stay within range of the monitor here in the room or my scanner. This monitor should reach anywhere within the inner compound, as it’s designed to handle the size of a standard Level 4 Trauma Center. It’s better if you stay here, where I can treat you if there’s a problem, but if you want to go for a walk or sit in the garden, that’s fine. If you’re planning to go anywhere else for more than a few minutes, bring me with you.”

      Ellie grinned with relief. “Oh, good. I was already getting twitchy. A walk sounds wonderful, but before that, could you show me how to pull up the scans so I can see them whenever I want?”

      She placed her paws over her belly to clarify.

      “Of course,” Myra said with a knowing smile and showed her how.

      Six beautiful blips appeared on the monitor.

      “They’re already so much bigger!” Ellie exclaimed.

      “They’ll double in size every day for the next two weeks, and then things will slow down some. By week three, they’ll be vaguely cub-shaped. You should be able to feel them move within four weeks, but it might just feel like indigestion. By week six, you’re going to think they’re trying to claw their way out of your stomach. They’re viable at seven, but it’s best if we can make it at least eight. Week five is when we’re most likely to start seeing issues, as they’ll be growing faster than your body can easily adapt to. Depending on how you’re progressing, I may move you to the Trauma Center then.”

      Ellie zoomed in on one, and the clarity of what she saw was astounding. She had a feeling this would be on the screen all the time.

      Please let them be healthy, she prayed.

      Myra joined her for a loop around the inner compound, then they found a cool place in the shade of the bandala tree to sit and relax, where they talked about everything that had happened since she and Marsee had left for the Water World. They both had a great deal of trauma to unpack, and neither of them had taken much time to do so, as they’d both been buried in other responsibilities.

      Jer joined them later, bringing a picnic meal from the cafeteria, and they were all treated to an unexpected performance by Henry. Still shy and overwhelmed by his sudden fame, he hid in a secluded area and began playing a quiet melody that floated through the garden, soothing their aching hearts.

      When he began singing, it was too much for her broken heart. Tears started streaming down her face. She had no idea what he was singing about, but the heartbreak in his voice made her whimper with grief.

      “Are you okay?” Myra asked. Seeing her expression.

      “Pregnancy hormones and grief do not mix well with that music,” she replied.

      “Do you want to leave?”

      Ellie shook her head. It was too beautiful to walk away from, even if it made her soul whimper.

      Myra scooted over and wrapped an arm and tail around her, and Ellie leaned up against her friend and finally allowed herself to mourn for everyone she’d lost.

      Thankfully, Henry’s next song was far more energetic and upbeat, and her fickle emotions now made her want to move.

      “Dance with me, Myra!” she said, pulling her friend up.

      Laughing, Myra joined her, and they leapt and spun for several minutes before collapsing back to the ground with more laughter.

      Before she’d even managed to catch her breath, Myra had already scanned her and handed her some juice.

      I’m beginning to understand how Marsee felt in the Trauma Center every time I handed her something to drink,” Ellie said after taking a long sip. “Thankfully, this tastes far better than anything they gave me there. Seriously, their kitchen needs an overhaul.”

      “I already spoke to the Senior Healer about it. She had no idea it tasted so bad to us, but then most of her patients are Water Sprites,” Myra replied, then pulled Jer up for the next song.

      Ellie leaned back against a root of the bandala tree, smiling as she watched them perform a traditional partner's dance to the slower music. The events of the past month had nearly torn her friend’s partnership apart, and at the time, she hadn’t blamed Myra for submitting the papers. She’d been just as livid at Jer when she’d found out the full extent of what he’d done to Marsee. There was still anger there, but they were healing, and their love for each other was evident.

      Ellie was still conflicted about her own feelings. She understood why Jer had thought he’d needed to do what he did, but it still made the beast inside her pace with fury whenever she thought about it.

      He was only trying to protect his people, unlike the others who killed for power, she thought, and rubbed at her still-aching paw, flexing a claw. We’re no more innocent than he is. Look how many we’ve had to kill for the same reason. At least we have a chance to save them now.

      Some of her feelings must have shown on her face as Jer frowned at her when they were done dancing.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “My paw is still a little sore,” she lied and flexed her claws. She didn’t really want to talk about it with Jer, and certainly not in a public area now that others were around.

      Myra reached for her scanner again, but Ellie raised a paw to stop her.

      “It’s nothing, Myra, just an ache from dancing, but I think I’m going to go back to my room and take a nap. Please stay and enjoy yourself. The moons know you could use a night off.”

      She stood and walked away, not waiting for Myra to answer, and was nearly out of the garden when a flicker of movement caught her attention.

      Startled, she turned, instantly on defense for another attack, but all thoughts of gloom and doom vanished as her instinct recognized the source and purred.

      “You’re safe and protected,” Quinn signed. Then with the briefest of smiles, he seemed to vanish into the shadows again.

      Still purring, she looked around to make sure no one else was watching and ducked into the bushes after him. The space she found was barely big enough for one, and she was pleasantly surprised to find that he was nearly as tall as she was. She hadn’t really noticed before.

      The look he gave her was the same look of awe and devotion he’d showered her with at the mating clinic.

      Her heart fluttered and skipped several beats as he reached out and gently stroked the side of her face. She closed her eyes and leaned into it until he sighed and pulled his paw away.

      “I am only stationed here for a short time,” he said quietly, his voice full of regret. “When Avery arrives later in the week, I’ll be heading back to Council City.”

      She nodded, expecting that, but was surprised at how much that thought hurt and scared her. “I’ll be here until the cubs are born. I haven’t really thought much past that. I told Marsee I would go wherever she goes, but that was before it was safe for her to come home.”

      A dark look crossed his expression briefly before it vanished again.

      “What’s wrong?” she demanded. “It is safe for her to come home, isn’t it?”

      He gave a slight snort. “You know what she will face better than anyone. It would be safer for her on the Water World until the end of her watch, but I don’t think her risk is any worse than yours.”

      “So why the look?” she pressed, then shifted to a teasing grin. “You’re not mad about Kendra making Marsee her Second, are you?”

      He chuckled. “No. Not at all. Kendra would be right to do so, and I would gladly follow Marsee to the dark side of the moons. She’s smart, honorable, and tenacious, all qualities that make a good leader and an excellent guard. It’s why you picked her, is it not?”

      She nodded the point. “So why the dark look?”

      He was quiet for a moment, then spoke in a voice that she could barely hear. “Don’t get me wrong. I am ecstatic that Marsee survived and that Jer and Marcus know the truth about her…injury, but I am worried about who else knows and what that will mean for her and Saber.”

      She nodded. “As am I, but we have a treatment now.”

      “A treatment, not a cure. Only time will tell how effective it is. I just hope we have enough time. I’ve heard more than a few people wonder if Marsee actually attacked you and Rip, and believe that the Seniors are covering it up. Of course, your absence at the meeting didn’t help rumors any.”

      Ellie let out a heavy sigh. “I was afraid of that.”

      “Thankfully, I haven’t heard any of that today, not since the funeral. Marsee’s performance this past week calmed some of those fears, but it does highlight another risk. The more she steps into her role as a leader, the bigger target she and her family will be. I don’t think we should be meeting in public. It would be safer for you if I remained hidden.”

      She nodded and let out a sigh of her own. “That thought had crossed my mind.” But then she grinned at him. “Does that mean you’re interested in becoming more than my mate?”

      He smiled back at her, but there was sadness in his expression. “You are a gift from the gods, and I will sing their praises for the rest of my life for the time I’ve been blessed to spend with you.”

      “Why do I have a feeling there’s a but?”

      “But…I am a guard.”

      He said it as if those words explained everything, and perhaps they did.

      He must have taken her silence for confusion, as he continued. “I took an oath. ‘Before myself, my family, and the Guard.’ I go where my people need me, and they will always come first.”

      She nodded. She had felt much the same about the Guild. “You seem to have forgotten your oath the other day,” she replied. “For several days, if I’m not mistaken.”

      He grinned. “On the contrary. My orders were to protect you at all costs. Where better than from by your side.”

      “Ahh. So I was just a mission?”

      “Perhaps at first, but the moment the doors of your ship opened, I was lost. You were a divine gift from the gods themselves, and I their stubborn and weak-willed recipient. It took me far too long to give in. I do not regret a moment I spent with you, but I also know that your feelings towards me are quite likely influenced by your own instinct and the trauma you’ve experienced. I’ve seen it happen far too often. Call me conceited, but I know how people look at me. Perhaps we can start as friends and see if something develops?”

      She frowned. It wasn’t quite a rejection, but she hadn’t considered that her own feelings were instinctive. Was she just attracted to him because of a need for security and her memories of their mating?

      “Perhaps it would be best to get to know you better before offering a partnership,” she replied. “I suppose you could be an illiterate bore.”

      He grinned. “I was, but you’ll be happy to know that Kendra knocked some sense into me, even if I was far too stubborn then to know what was good for me at the time.”

      “That seems to be a regular failing for you,” she replied.

      “I’m sure Kendra would agree with you.” His ears twitched, catching a sound she hadn’t heard, and he let out a quiet whistle. “I need to go. I’ll text you.” Then, in the moment of one blink to the next, he vanished into the shadows again.

      She returned to her room and threw the images of her growing cubs back up on the monitor. Six tiny blips of potential. She watched them as she mulled over her conversation, then sighed, unable to make any sort of decision, and decided there was plenty of time to see if there was more than just an instinctive reaction between them.

      She curled up on her bed to nap, but found she couldn’t, and after tossing and turning for a while, she picked up her book and continued reading.

      Hours passed before she finished and set it aside. Why it wasn’t on the best downloads list was beyond her, but she added it to her public list of recommendations before firing off a message to the author, praising her for the excellent work and giving her a well-deserved and long-overdue bonus.

      She switched to Marsee’s public page and read through it. Outside of her statement thanking everyone for their gifts, it was ridiculously out of date. Marsee didn’t have a public recommendations list, so Ellie added it to her notes of things for Marsee to work on. She was not above using her protege’s influence to improve sales, especially when everything she recommended or produced practically flew off the shelves.

      That done, she was finally tired enough to sleep, so with one last look at her cubs, she curled up around them, closed her eyes, and dreamed of a yummy-smelling honor guard and a little black kitten that looked just like her but with his piercing green eyes.
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      That’s it. Nice and slow,” Damon Tabor’s new mother signed. “There’s no rush, and you have plenty of room.”

      His hands shook with nerves as he approached New Hope. He could have used the autopilot, but Jennette insisted he learn to fly manually first, and this was his first time landing, or at least landing for real. He’d been practicing on a simulator for most of their lengthy trip back, but it didn’t account for the feel of the ship or how it drifted and bucked in the strong wind.

      The front gear hit, jolting the ship hard before rocking back to sink into the drifting sand. He quickly turned off the engines, and the ship settled further, tilting slightly to the right.

      “Not bad for your first landing,” she said.

      He raised a brow in disbelief.

      “I’m serious. Landing on uneven sand with this strong of a crosswind is difficult. I nearly flipped my ship the first time I tried. Now, come on. We shouldn’t keep everyone waiting.”

      His nerves skyrocketed as the excitement of flying gave way to the realization that he would soon meet the rest of his new family.

      She smiled at him, which, coming from a giant saber-toothed snow leopard, was still a bit unnerving, even after all the time he’d been around them. “Trust me,” she said, as she flashed her razor-sharp fangs. “They’re excited to meet you. I would not have done this without their agreement.”

      “I still don’t understand why you did it in the first place,” he replied.

      Outside of their brief conversation in the council chamber and the restrictions he would be under until his community service was complete, they hadn’t spoken about his crimes.

      The last several days had been a dream. They’d spent several days exploring the Water World, even though the people there hated him and were furious with Tabor, so he could explore and learn about their culture. Then they took the scenic route back and spent several more days on Digger and Flyer before finally returning to New Hope.

      They’d considered flying to the Ice Planet, but Tabor’s cubs had never been there, and he didn’t want them to feel jealous. They were planning to make it a family trip once his community service was up. He was honestly surprised that he’d been allowed to visit the other planets, but then those Seniors had sided with him, and he’d been guarded the entire time.

      She’d told him of her family and had asked questions of his, but he hadn’t been able to speak much about them. He’d tried, but she seemed to understand when the ever-present grief overwhelmed him, and the words wouldn’t form. Instead, she’d focused on building a relationship over their shared love of flying and had brought him to many of her favorite locations. He could barely believe a fraction of what he’d seen.

      “I get that you understand what isolation is like after spending time in the Agency, but…”

      She raised a paw to stop him. “This has nothing to do with the Agency, although most people probably think it does, as that was what I implied.”

      She turned and waved her paws at the bare ship, which was nothing like the ornate comfort of the Council ship he’d flown out on. Every wire and tube was exposed or designed for easy repair and access, not for comfort, and certainly not for his comfort or ease.

      There was only one room, which contained the two pilots’ seats that could fold flat into a bed and sealed for quiet while sleeping, and doubled as an escape pod. A table sat between the two that also folded up out of the way when not needed. They’d even managed to combine the waste hole, static shower, and sink into one unit. Thankfully, at least there, the static shield surrounding the unit could be turned opaque, so he had some privacy while using the waste hole. The rest was reserved for food, supplies, and research equipment.

      “I spent over a decade on this ship with Claudius as we traveled to distant, unexplored stars, looking for new life. We had plenty to keep us busy, but that much time alone changes people. Eventually, I couldn’t stand the silence anymore, even with Claudius’s company, and switched to piloting a public transport. There, I met every kind of person. People talk about anything and everything when they don’t expect to see someone again, so I learned about all of the problems in the universe and eventually decided to do something about them. When I joined the Council, I found a different kind of silence, one that was far worse. Behind all the yelling, bluster, pomp, and prestige lay a shallowness that took me years to realize. As you saw at this past meeting, there was far too much corruption. I didn’t realize just how bad it was, but I learned fairly quickly that there wasn’t anyone I could really trust. To be honest, my time at the Agency was a welcome break, an opportunity for reflection. I realized I didn’t like who I had become. Instead of helping people, I’d been hurting them and using my oath to justify it. I am as guilty as the people who were executed, if not more so, of crimes against the Consortium, all justified by my oath and the belief that a Senior Councilor could do no wrong. Little Flower saw that. She reminded me of the true meaning of my oath and gave me a chance to pay off my debt. She offered me friendship instead of hate, and I find that being a Trauma Pilot is far more rewarding than any job I’ve ever had. There’s been enough death and trauma under my watch. I want to give to you what Little Flower gave to me—a life I’m proud of, one that my partner is proud of, and a legacy that I can leave to my cubs. If I can change, I know you can, too. Now, come on. The guards are probably getting twitchy, wondering why we haven’t exited.”

      He unclipped from his harness and followed her out, where the aforementioned guards were waiting for them, bristling with near-feral expressions from his point of view. It took everything he had not to hide behind Jennette, who clearly wasn’t impressed by their behavior, as she scowled back at them.

      “Damon Tabor?” the guard in front of the formation asked.

      He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      The guard unclipped something from her harness, grabbed his arm, and turned him to the side with some force before scanning him. He was used to the rough handling. It wasn’t any different from what he’d experienced from prison guards back on Earth. At least the guards here didn’t use their claws, even if their grip was strong enough to leave bruises for days.

      “Tracking beacon confirmed,” she stated and let go. “As a stipulation of your release, the tracking beacon will remain embedded until you have earned your adulthood. If you remove it intentionally, it will be grounds for immediate execution. If you are injured and it comes out, notify the guard immediately, or head to a trauma center if the injury is severe enough that you cannot wait. You are limited to traveling to the developed areas of New Hope and no more than a quarter league from the furthest dwelling. You are not allowed to leave your apartment without the presence of your new guardians, a member of the Council, or a guard with you unless it’s a life-or-death situation. If this occurs, it can and will be grounds for immediate execution. Any travel outside of New Hope must be documented and approved prior to travel. If any member of the Guard or Council gives you an order that you do not follow or if you run from a member of the Guard or Council, it can and will be seen as grounds for immediate execution. All communication will be monitored. If someone contacts you regarding further seditious activity, you will report it immediately. Failure to do so will be grounds for immediate execution. Do you understand?”

      He nodded. The guards on the Water World had already informed him of his restrictions, in far more extensive detail, before he’d been released to leave with Jennette, and he didn’t care that they were monitoring his communication. No one had so much as sent him a message since he’d been arrested, and he doubted anyone ever would, as his only friends were now dead.

      “Do you have any questions about the terms of your watch and release?”

      He shook his head. “Only where I’m going to be assigned for community service. The Guards on the Water World explained everything else.” He fully expected to be mucking out stalls or something equally disgusting, but he thoroughly deserved it.

      “Master Builder Gregory has agreed to allow a trial run on his build crew, owing to your supposed technical experience in that trade. If there are any problems with your behavior, you will be reassigned back to your prior role on the grounds crew.”

      He was surprised but nodded. “There won’t be any problems, at least not from me.”

      The guard gave him a skeptical look before continuing. “Your community service will start at dawn tomorrow morning. A guard will escort you. Owing to the unique layout of New Hope, most of the town is within the standard range of travel while on a watch. However, you will avoid the Tower, the Barn, and the Hue-man apartments unless you are explicitly invited. It’s also recommended that you avoid the Trauma Center unless you are injured and the Guild Hall unless you are attending classes or anywhere else that the people you’ve hurt are likely to frequent.”

      So basically everywhere, he thought, but didn’t say it, figuring the snark would get him killed.

      He nodded again. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Should you meet them in passing, and you do or say anything even remotely threatening, the Guard can and will execute you without a trial. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She turned to look at Jennette with an expression he didn’t expect. For a brief moment, there was fury behind the guard’s eyes. “Why you’ve chosen to save this wretched creature after everyone you’ve executed over the years is beyond me. If you’re doing this to get back at Councilor Little Flower, we will find out and make sure you pay.”

      “I assure you, Honor Guard. I have the greatest respect for Councilor Little Flower and her family,” Jennette replied.

      The guard scowled at Tabor for several moments, but she didn’t back down. Eventually, the guard nodded. “You are free to go.”

      They might have been free, but a pair of guards still followed them all the way back to their apartment, and he had a feeling they would remain outside. Jennette completely ignored them.

      The door to his new home slid open to reveal a glimpse of a suite practically identical in layout to the one he’d had before, but mostly furnished to fit the Saber’s needs and comfort. He followed Jennette in, and as the door slid shut behind him, she stepped aside so he could see.

      There in front of him were the rest of his new family. He knew of them and had witnessed their arrival in New Hope, but he’d only ever spoken to them a few times.

      But it wasn’t his new family that caught his attention at first. It was what they had done.

      The cubs, he assumed, had hung a banner from the mantel, drawn in rough, childlike English that read ‘Welcome Home, Big Brother,’ complete with backward-facing ‘E’s, and decorated with equally childlike drawings of various Earth Creatures.

      He half snorted at the ‘Big Brother,’ as the cubs were all taller, by several inches, than he was, but no one said anything as he continued to stare at that simple banner.

      “Do you like it?” the cub, who looked like a miniature version of Jennette, finally asked. “We worked on it all morning.”

      “I love it,” he replied. “Thank you. You’re Nattie, right?”

      Nattie nodded. “For now. I might change it later. It feels kind of childish, and it’s more of a female name. I think I want to be male, but I haven’t decided what I want for a name yet.”

      “The cubs are exploring their identity,” Claudius said. “It’s normal at this age. I changed my name and gender a good twenty times before I settled on what I liked.”

      He nodded. That had been part of their culture studies class. It was one of the things he liked about their system. There was no expectation that a child would be saddled with their parents’ legacy or horrible choice in name.

      He’d been bullied for most of his childhood because of his name. He’d even heard a few of his teachers call him a little demon on more than one occasion. He’d taken Jennette’s family name when she’d adopted him, but hadn’t changed his first name as he wasn’t sure what to replace it with, and decided that he would save that for when he earned his adulthood—assuming he lived that long.

      “This is Octavius,” Claudius both said and signed after tapping the one in front of him. Except for one white ear, Octavius looked like a miniature version of his father.

      “After the sun?” he asked, making sure he heard the name right.

      The cub nodded. “Which was named for Octavius Tabor, who was one of the Founders and our many times great-grandfather. He died only a year after his arrival. He was the oldest to make the crossing, but before he died, he broke ground on what would eventually become the Archives in Council City.”

      “Octavius wants to be an Archivist when he grows up,” Jennette said. “He’s been working on a journal of everything he’s learned about your people and plans to publish it when he’s done. He already has quite the following for the chapters he’s released. Expect to be asked a million questions.”

      “You have?” Damon asked.

      Octavius nodded. “Do you want to see?”

      “I’d love to,” he replied, and the cub’s tail spiraled with delight, and he turned to run off.

      “Let’s wait until after dinner,” Jennette called out. “We should give your brother time to settle first.”

      Clearly disappointed, the cub sighed but nodded. “Yes, Mama.”

      “The shy one hiding behind Claudius is Grrty,” Tabor signed and indicated a male gender.

      Grrty shook his head. “I decided I didn’t like that name. I’m going by Jeff now.”

      “Jeff? The Hue-man name?” Damon asked, as the cub had pronounced it with a decidedly Saber accent.

      The cub nodded. “I like the way it sounds. zzzjjeffff. It sounds like a ship zooming by.”

      “I guess it does. I never noticed. It’s nice to meet you, Jeff.” He wondered where the cub had heard that name, as no one with that name had survived the cataclysm.

      Before he could ask, a fourth cub came barrelling out of the bathroom and leapt into their mother’s arms for a hug, then peered down at Damon with what could only be described as a glare, before jumping down to stand eye to eye with him.

      “I agreed because Mama said you were hurting and sick and needed a family to love you,” the cub said. “But you hurt my friend’s family, and I don’t trust you.”

      Damon nodded, relieved by the cub’s honesty. It was easier to handle than the show of support and welcome he was getting from the others. “I don’t expect you or anyone to trust me. I don’t deserve it, but I thank you for giving me a second chance.”

      The cub’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You won’t get a third one. Hurt my family or anyone else, and I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Berrrty,” Jennette warned. “Be nice to your brother.”

      “I will not!” Berrrty signed in a huff. “If he messes up, you’re the one who’s going to pay for it. And I don’t want to lose my mother because of him.”

      “It’s alright,” Damon replied. “I understand what she’s risking, although I still don’t fully understand why. I give you my word, I won’t do anything to hurt her or anyone, and I fully intend to make up for the harm I caused, or at least try to.”

      Berrrty huffed, clearly not believing him, but nodded.

      With the introductions over, Claudius pointed to one of the two bedrooms. “You’ll be sharing that room with the cubs. We moved some of your furniture over, and the builders will be installing a raised waste hole for you to use tomorrow. I’m sorry we couldn’t get it done sooner. If we missed something you need, let us know.”

      “Thank you,” he replied. He’d already noticed that there was a smattering of human-sized furniture in the common area and was surprised they’d even bothered, although he supposed it would fit the cubs reasonably well, too.

      Unsure of what else to do and feeling awkward in the silence that followed, he made his way over to his room. The cubs, save for Berrrty, swarmed around him, brimming with excitement.

      Nattie reached the door first and leapt up to hit the switch.

      The door slid open, and he gasped.

      Centered above his bed was a painting. The artist had taken his tattoo and modified it in the same style so that he was included, looking down at his daughter with an arm wrapped around his wife. Then, surrounding them was his new family.

      “Did you do this, too?” he asked the cubs, then corrected himself, realizing he’d spoken in English, and repeated the question in sign. He could understand the basics of Saber reasonably well—for those people he could hear, but he struggled to speak it.

      “My sister did,” Claudius replied. “I hope it wasn’t too presumptuous. She said she was moved by your reaction to the image at your trial and wanted you to know that you weren’t alone anymore.”

      He could barely believe that someone he didn’t know had done something so kind for him after what he had done. “I don’t deserve it, but please tell her thank you. It’s the most incredible gift anyone has ever given me.”

      “Of course you deserve it,” Claudius replied. “We are all born deserving of kindness and love, but you were not given that. You are now a part of our family. With that comes all of the rights and responsibilities. We’ll help you learn to show others kindness and love by showing you the same, and we’ll help you regain your honor.”

      “I doubt that’s possible. None of my people will ever accept me,” he replied. “Not after what I did.”

      “Perhaps,” Jennette said, “but both Myra and GrandFather advocated for you, which means others might eventually forgive you, too.”

      He blinked in shock. “Myra advocated for me?” He couldn’t believe it. He still couldn’t believe that James had spoken up for him at the trial, and he’d witnessed it.

      She nodded. “Myra was the first to do so. But remember, you are not Hue-man anymore. You are now my son, and that makes you Saber. You will be judged by our standards. If you work hard to pay off your debt and live your life with honor, you will earn our respect and, eventually, our trust. From what I can tell, the majority of our people believe you were taken advantage of by Rip and abused by the Hue-man Council. They will give you a chance to prove yourself, just as we have. But, as the Hue-mans say, don’t fuck it up.”
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      Are you ever going to crawl out of bed and face the day?”

      “No. I hurt,” Marsee replied, eyes still closed. “And as long as I am pretending to sleep, I don’t have to face the fallout from yesterday.”

      She considered climbing under the pillow to hide, but decided that was too much effort.

      Little Flower walked over and hugged her. “Where do you hurt?”

      “Everywhere. Who knew floating in one spot could be so difficult?” Marsee complained.

      Exhausted, she’d slept in late. She’d woken up when her alarm went off, canceled her meeting with Agate, and immediately went back to sleep. Little Flower had called out as well, but she’d spent most of the morning caring for Hope and drawing.

      She heard the sound of a jar opening, followed by the tell-tale minty scent of nano cream, and a moment later, felt Little Flower’s hands rubbing it into her back and shoulders. She groaned with relief and nearly fell back to sleep.

      “Unwind so I can get at the rest,” Little Flower said, so Marsee stretched out and allowed her sister to rub the cream into her sore arms and legs. “Belly, too?”

      She didn’t bother answering, just rolled over on her back, paws curled above her, purring at the love she sensed from her sister.

      When Little Flower was done, she closed the jar and flopped against Marsee’s side. “We’re almost out. We should pick up another jar before we leave.”

      Marsee let out a grunt of acknowledgment, then shifted to wrap herself around her sister, so she could lay her head on her sister’s lap.

      “Do you want to talk about what’s bothering you?” Little Flower asked as she stroked the back of Marsee’s head.

      She shrugged. “It’s nothing.”

      “I know you too well, Chenzie Butt. Something happened after you left the ceremony.”

      She snorted. “I can’t go five minutes without something happening these days, and I really don’t want to know what the fallout from yesterday is going to be. Kendra’s comments scare me. I’m afraid people are going to think I’m taking over the Guard, too.”

      “Well, you said you had no intentions of that,” Little Flower replied.

      “That may be, but I also kicked out two dozen Senior Guards yesterday, and Stinger.”

      “You did what?!” Little Flower exclaimed. “Why?”

      Marsee gave a brief and highly edited recap.

      Her sister’s emotions were all over the place, and she didn’t respond for several minutes. “I agree that what they did to Carrie was cruel, but I understand how they felt. If it had been Damon in the same situation, I probably would have turned my back, too.”

      She looked up at her sister in surprise. “Damon perhaps, but I don’t think you would have hurt a child, no matter how you felt about their parents.”

      “That’s because you’re looking at it from your upbringing, not mine, and not theirs. My world had hundreds of different religions, and the one truth we had was that you couldn’t argue with a person’s religious beliefs. I can’t say if any one religion is better than another, but as a code of conduct, I respect theirs. If your acceptance into the afterlife is based on how well you treat the people around you when you’re living, it gives you a powerful incentive to be good. They were choosing who they wanted to spend eternity with when they died. Snapper Fish may have given his life to save you, but he hurt others with his actions. Should the people he hurt have to spend eternity stuck with him just because you forgave him?”

      Marsee was silent for a long time, thinking about her sister’s words. “Perhaps not,” she finally said, “but then does Carrie deserve to spend eternity without the father she so clearly loved just because she was too small to carry him?”

      “And that’s why I love you,” Little Flower replied.

      Marsee frowned. “Why’s that?”

      “Because you can see both sides. The guards were thinking about themselves and those that Snapper Fish hurt and decided he needed to be punished to protect the others in the afterlife, but you were thinking about those that would be hurt by Snapper’s punishment—the unintended consequences.”

      Marsee grunted and considered her sister’s words. After a while, she decided to change the subject. “What were you drawing earlier?”

      “You, mostly,” Little Flower replied, and untangled herself from Marsee’s embrace to grab her sketchbook.

      Marsee flipped through scene after scene of the prior day’s events. When she was done, she handed the sketchbook back and sighed.

      “You don’t like them?” Little Flower asked, wilting slightly.

      “Your drawings, as always, are exceptional, and a wonderful testament to the day’s events. I’m sure Clear Seas would love a copy. I just find it hard to believe I did all of that, and my emotions are still too raw. I’m worried people won’t see it the way you do.”

      Her sister nodded. “So, when are we shipping out? You were purring earlier. Is that a sign of the rubbies?”

      Marsee sniffed deeply. Her sister’s scent was changing—not enough to make her react, though. “Soon, I think, but no rubbies yet. I just enjoyed the attention and being close to you. When do you want to leave?”

      “Unless you have something planned, why wait until the end of the week? I know you want to get home as soon as possible. Let’s go tonight, maybe after one last dinner at Fire Sticks, if we can get a reservation. That should give us enough time to prepare and lug everything to the ship.”

      “That works for me. How do you feel about inviting Agate’s and Clear Seas’ families if they’re interested?”

      “I’m still annoyed with Clear Seas and the rest of the Senior Council, but I can behave.”

      “Are you sure?” Marsee asked.

      Little Flower rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’m sure I can behave.”

      Marsee’s tail curled. “No, you can’t. That’s why I love you so much. What I was asking was, are you sure you’re comfortable with being around Clear Seas?”

      Little Flower snorted. “Yes, I’m sure. I may wholeheartedly disagree with their decision, but they did what they believed was right. In the case of Snapper Fish, that decision ultimately saved your life. I’d personally be much happier if Damon flew his own shuttle into a Leviathan, but until then, the best thing I can do for my people is get to know the other Seniors better. Besides, they’re your friends. Between all of the people Clear Seas had to execute in his own council and the loss of his son, I think he could use a friend right now. Why don’t you invite the Senior Healer, too? She’s had to put up with both of us.”

      She honestly wondered if Clear Seas wanted to be around her right now, but pulled her sister in for a hug and then called Fire Sticks.

      Opal answered almost immediately. “Translator, how can I help you?” she asked, speaking in Saber.

      “Good morning, Opal. I was hoping that you might have a table available for us tonight. We’re planning on jumping home after.”

      “For you, always. Especially after your recommendation yesterday. I’m booked out for months now, and I already have a meeting with a Master Builder to expand the restaurant. How many in your party?”

      “I’m not sure yet. I didn’t want to put out the invite unless I was sure we could get a reservation. Maybe a dozen or so. I’ll send you the final numbers shortly.”

      “Let me know, and I’ll make sure there’s room. Same time as last?”

      “Perfect. Thank you!” Marsee replied.

      “Of course. Would you like to go with the Chef’s Sampler again, or perhaps another lava cake?”

      Marsee laughed. They’d found out that the lava cake was just as hot to the Sprites as it was to her sister, if not more so. “While I love it, I’m pretty sure ordering the lava cake would be an act of war, so we’d probably better go with the sampler. Is there any chance you could also put together a large to-go order for our return trip by this afternoon? I’ll need supplies for three Flyers, five Sabers, and two Hue-mans for four standard days.”

      “Seven Sabers,” Avery called out.

      “Correction, seven Sabers,” Marsee said, wondering who the other two were.

      “Easily,” Opal replied. “I can have that ready for you by two this afternoon.”

      “Perfect. I’ll send one of my pilots down to pick it up. Any chance I can sneak you onboard and take you home
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