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Esben could not stop thinking about Kiara’s death.

He pressed the charcoal against the paper so hard that the intersecting ripples on the lake’s surface came out looking like a tangle of roads leading nowhere. He tossed the sketchbook aside and put his head in his hands. Everything was supposed to be easy now. He had a new cabin, a bigger herd of avicamels to manage, and a lake that felt like his own since he was the only person living on the south shore. But he couldn’t draw, because every time he tried to see what was right in front of him, his mind served up other images: Kiara’s black curls splayed in a pool of her own blood as a justice monk laughed, Kiara vaporized by a blaster shot from a Kespereni soldier, Kiara’s golden-brown skin blistered by a fire-charming KIA agent. There were so many ways Kiara could end up dead now that she had chosen Kesperen as her enemy. The eight days since Esben had said goodbye to her had been the slowest of his life.

Maybe if someone had taken the time to change his mind, he wouldn’t have lost so many people he loved. And if he lost Kiara now, then he really would have lost everything.

Esben picked up his sketchbook and an empty bottle of sultan juice and walked back toward his cabin along the footpath in the pale green scrub. Halfway to the cabin he changed his mind and found his avicamel Carrots in the herd.

“We’re taking a little trip,” Esben said as he swung onto Carrots’s back.

Three hours later, Esben rode Carrots through the warm cones of streetlights at the outskirts of Pelda. They stopped by a building with brown paper covering its windows. The stone lintel over the door featured eight carved disks for the elements: four waving lines for air, a drop for blood, a pyramid for earth, three vertical bars for ether, a flame for fire, a four-pointed star for light, a bolt for lightning, and a wave for water. Sloppy paint strokes blacked out all the symbols except for lightning and earth. A wooden sign read Vik’s Ceremonial Hall.

“You really think this is where she went?” said Esben to Carrots.

Carrots chirped and stomped her hooves into the dusty ground.

Esben dismounted, led Carrots to the nearest water trough, and prepaid for unlimited water access. “Thank you.” He patted her on the neck, and she leaned down to drink.

Esben knocked on the front door to Vik’s.

A shriveled old man pulled open the door and leaned on a falcon-headed cane. “How can I help you?”

“I’m looking for a young woman who might’ve come here eight days ago asking about an element ceremony.”

“What, is she your sister? Your girlfriend?”

“A friend.” Esben took out his paper and showed the man a picture of himself and Kiara.

The man beckoned him into the shop. “She was eager to get started. I told her she should think about it, but…” He shrugged. “Who am I to turn away a customer?”

Esben swallowed hard to push away the sudden tightness in his throat.

The old man led him to a back room where two closed element chambers rested side by side. Like all chambers, they were shaped like eggs and twice as long as a person was tall. The lightning chamber shimmered like the inside of an oyster shell below a painting of Vana’s lightning manifestation. Kiara’s bag rested inside a clarsonite lockbox.

Esben touched the side of the lightning chamber. His blood-charming sense told him that Kiara was inside, breathing nutrient medium instead of air. He withdrew his hand and shoved it into his pocket.

Kiara could be impulsive, but diving into an element ceremony without even a few months to mull it over was a new level of impulsivity, bordering on insanity. As far as anyone knew, it was only possible to acquire one element, which meant that an element ceremony was a lifetime commitment. What Kiara had done was as crazy as eloping with a stranger she met at a bar.

Esben stood in silence as the tapestry of dark cracks on the wall melted into ink and the papered-over window flowed away like dirty candle wax. Kiara hadn’t even heard his whole story, yet just the part he’d been able to tell her was enough for her to leave him instead of stay. What would she have done if he had told her everything?

The old man cleared his throat.

Esben stepped away from the chamber. “Goodbye, Kiara,” he said quietly. “I hope you win.”

* * *

Esben jogged into the commissary of Captain Mott’s cave and threw a sack of food onto the counter. “Here, eat this so you don’t die.”

Captain Mott sat on the floor against the commissary wall picking her teeth with a spring from a discombobulated blaster. Her bald scalp gleamed under the overhead lighting, and she wore a dirt-streaked blue suit with large shoulder pads. “Someone’s in a lousy mood,” she said.

Esben jogged to the exit. The physical pain from running was an acceptable distraction. Running to the shuttle stop in Yorren, running to the market to buy Mott some food, running here. He would never understand why Kiara enjoyed running. There were no complex forms, only repetitive motions that induced exhaustion.

Captain Mott appeared out of the ether to block the doorway. “What’s going on, Benny-Ben-Ben?”

“Don’t call me that.” Esben tried to duck around Captain Mott, but she shifted to block him.

He sighed. “For some goddamn reason I can’t stop thinking about her.”

Captain Mott frowned. “Kiara?”

“Yes, Kiara!” Esben ran a hand through his hair. “All I did was tell her not to throw her life away, and she took it like a personal attack. I am not going to be complicit in the death of another person I—” Esben held back the word. “I am not going to watch her lose.”

“What are you going to do then?”

“Ihk, I don’t know! Herd avicamels for the rest of my life?” He plucked an avicamel feather off his robe and tossed it in the trash. “You know what I hate the most about Kiara? She reminds me of myself, back when I was rash and stubborn and hadn’t realized what kind of monsters I was up against. Years ago, I would have agreed with everything she said. But I can’t change what I’ve seen. I can’t change what I’ve done.”

“Nobody’s asking you to.” Captain Mott reached for her back molar with the blaster spring, then yelped and spat out a spot of blood. “I have some dusk if you need a distraction. Takes away bad days…Takes away bad dreams. Takes away all dreams if you take enough.” She dug a chew out of her pocket and held it out.

Esben shook his head. Dreams were all he had left of Kiara anyway.

“I don’t get why you’re so riled up,” said Captain Mott. “It’s not like cutting yourself off from people you love is totally outside your wheelhouse.”

Esben stared at her. Was Captain Mott honestly bringing that up at a time like this?

“You know I’m right,” she said.

Esben sat in one of the rickety chairs.

“You told me yourself.” Captain Mott turned her voice into a low growl. “‘I’m never going back to see them. They’ll never understand. It’s so much better this way, can’t you see?’”

Esben put his face in his hands. Despite her mockery, Mott was right. Esben had left his family the way Kiara had left him. Actually, what Esben had done was worse, because he’d made his family think he was dead.

Captain Mott pulled up a chair next to Esben and slung her bony arm across his shoulders. “Don’t worry, we can be hypocrites together. I may judge, but I never exclude.”

* * *

Esben sat on the sloped roof of the new herder cabin and watched his avicamels graze along the shore of Yorren Lake. He’d spent so many evenings watching avicamels with Kiara at Lanyn’s Oasis, telling her his dreams of becoming an omnimed and stories of his life in Nell. She’d always looked off at the slopes of grass with a wistful look in her eye when he had spoken of playing tricks on his brothers, or cooking with his father, or chopping wood with his mother. After the events of eight days ago, he now understood that look. Kiara was the fugitive daughter of a Councilmember, and if he and Mott hadn’t shown up on Alcenrya when they had, her own mother would have allowed her to be executed for refusing to worship Kesperen’s maniacal god Vana. Your family would want to know you’re alive, she’d said. I’m sure they love you.

Esben turned a chipped-off piece of roof tile around in his hands. He turned his situation around in his mind and imagined that it was Kiara’s fault that his brothers Dan and Torin had died. Even if that were true, he’d still want Kiara to be okay.

He understood, now, why Kiara had run off. And he also understood, finally, why it was time for him to return home.

* * *

Esben waited on the shore of the lake next to Carrots with a saddle bag of his possessions slung across Carrots’s back. The glassy lake offered only suggestions of waves as sunbeams baked the scrubby vegetation. Sweat rolled down his back, not only from the heat. His family might not forgive him. His attempt to tell them the truth might yank them out of rose-colored remembrance into hatred of his lies.

Captain Mott appeared out of the ether. “You’re really doing this?”

“Promise not to starve to death without me,” Esben said.

“I managed to haul my sorry ass to Sythrial today to watch a fight. If I can do that, then I can steal food.”

The corners of Esben’s mouth upturned slightly. “I will never understand why someone as rich as you takes such pleasure in stealing.”

Captain Mott slung an arm over Carrots and put a hand on Esben’s shoulder. “Yeah, I’m so cryptic. Get over it.” She yanked them into the ether. Between hops he glimpsed a yellow sand beach, a rocky slope, and a windswept field. They appeared out of the ether on a gravel road winding up a forested mountainside.

It had been sunrise on the continent of Ceph Seir, so here on Ceph Meln, halfway across the world, it was sundown. The orange-yellow light hit the tops of the pines and rendered the understory all needles and cool shadows. Esben pulled in a deep breath of fresh air. After all this time, he had returned to Nell.

“I don’t see a cabin.” Captain Mott whipped out her paper and scowled at a map. “Damn. I’m off by a whole kilometer.”

“Aiming for coordinates you’ve never visited before and landing within a kilometer is amazing,” said Esben. “I’ll ride Carrots from here.”

Captain Mott let out a throaty chuckle. “Alright then. Ohan be with you, Benny-Ben-Ben.”

Esben smiled. Ohan was his god, and Uo was hers. “May Uo count you before all the sands, Captain.”

She vanished into the ether.

Esben rode Carrots up the woodchipped path, took a right at the fork, and continued around the mountainside. By the time he leapt off Carrots’s back at the beginning of a familiar gravel walk, night had fallen.

Beyond the impossible distance, yellow light poured out of the ivy-framed windows of a one-story house. One of the windows was propped open on a forked stick and a woman’s laughter carried through the night air above the cricket symphony. He closed his eyes. He had never thought he would hear his mother’s laugh again.

Quietly, Esben opened the gate to the avicamel pen and let Carrots in, where she greeted the other avicamels with a happy trill. Beyond the stone walls of the pen, coniferous trees formed a spike-fractal edge against the dark sky. Esben had once walked for hours through this forest. The branches interwove thick overhead, and the animals peered out from their holes with curious eyes. He’d sprinted once through an entirely different forest, its trees broken and burning, the air sick with bitter smoke and split by blaster fire. Somehow, tracking one foot in front of the other past these peaceful trees toward his childhood home was harder than firing under fire.

At the front door, Esben turned the handle slowly so that it made no sound. He stepped into a narrow symmetrical hallway with open doorways on either side and a ladder at the far end going up to a loft. A hand-woven rug brightened the floor with a rectangle of red. Light poured through the doorways and lit up a painting of the mountains that Esben didn’t recognize. The painting was signed “Finlay Rowe” in slanting hand. New work from his father.

Esben tiptoed down the hall. He stood in the shadow beside the open doorway to the living room. He heard the conversation but he didn’t hear it—saw the light but didn’t see it—he stepped into the doorway. “Hello.”

The living room walls were crammed with paintings, photographs, and shelves of sandraj trophies. Esben’s mother sat on a couch. She wore red lipstick and a butterfly hairpin, and had one arm slung across the shoulders of Esben’s father, who had grown a silver handlebar mustache that offset his deep brown eyes. Esben’s brother Cameron sat in a corner armchair, all gangly arms and legs. Meg’s husband Geir, a huge dark man who wore his hair in a ponytail, sat on the floor next to Esben’s sister Meg, who looked even more slender next to someone so enormous. Meg sat with her legs outstretched, thin brown hair in a ponytail, and a new baby bump. A toddler in pigtails sat in Geir’s lap.

“Who is that?” said the toddler.

They were all staring at him. Esben’s mother put a hand on his father’s knee. Esben’s father sat so still he could have been stone. Cameron’s mouth hung agape.

“I’ve failed you,” Esben said. “I could have saved Dan and Torin, but I wasn’t quick enough and I wasn’t skilled enough. It’s my fault that they died. I lied to you about my death. I’ve been alive this whole time but I thought it would be better if you wrote me off. I’m sorry.”

The toddler tugged on Meg’s sleeve. “Mommy, how did that man get out of the picture?”

Meg gave her daughter a kiss and whispered something Esben couldn’t hear. Then she stood and crossed the space to the doorway with a few strides. She gave Esben a cautious hug. He felt her shoulders relax.

“It’s really him!” she yelled. “Aah! Esben! You’re alive!”

She hugged him again, this time squeezing him so hard his spine popped.

“Didn’t you hear what I said?” said Esben. “I was on the same mission as Dan and Torin when they died and I wasn’t good enough to save them.”

“Esben, the important thing is that you’re alive,” said Meg. “People die as part of military operations all the time. It wasn’t your fault.” She stepped back with tears in her eyes. “You’re my brother. I’m always going to be happy to see you.”

Suddenly Esben was surrounded by his family. They were all hugging him.

“Welcome home,” said Esben’s father.

Esben squeezed his eyes shut. It was hard to imagine that this moment was part of his life. He was no longer a drifting leaf—he was back on the vine.

But as his family broke apart with wide smiles and warm chatter, Esben suddenly felt that the vine on which he grew reached all the way to Trithes’s moon, where so many Trithians had died, and the vine reached Pelda too, where Kiara stewed in her chamber, and the vine even reached all the way back to blistered, barren Earth, where humans had laid waste to their ancestral soil so many millennia ago. He was here with his family and they loved him and yet the vine on which he grew was in some places burnt and in some places parched and in some places barren. Why should he have this warmly lit living room and these people who loved him and these pines all around?

Esben sat on the couch between his parents, his hands in theirs. “What have I missed?”

* * *

One week later Esben stirred his bowl of salted noodles, sitting across from his sister Meg in Nell’s sole restaurant, a one-room diner that served whatever Mallard and Lee felt like cooking. Peeling red and gold wallpaper descended to a creaky hardwood floor with worn-out paths between the tables and the kitchen. He had come here as a child and as a teenager and now as a man, too worn out to be fully young. The restaurant hadn’t changed a bit.

Esben’s sister Meg tapped her fingers on the table. “Come on, eat! You need to go dancing.” Meg’s wispy brown hair hung loose around her earnest face, and her skin was deeply tanned from days working outdoors as an agricultural chemist. “Take your mind off the mines,” she said, “and take your mind off your books, and off Kiara. Take your mind off like a hat and hang it on the rack.”

“The mines are forgettable,” said Esben. “Kiara, not so much.”

“Maybe you’ll meet someone better at Juan’s, if you ever finish eating.”

Esben ate some more noodles.

Meg glanced out the window. “Oh, they’ve turned up the lights already. We’re missing the first song! Come on, come on!”

Esben gulped the rest of his soup. Meg threw a couple dulceres on the table, grabbed Esben’s hand, and pulled him out the door. Nell’s main street was small enough to be taken in with a single glance. Meg dragged him toward Juan’s with exaggerated strides.

“Alright,” said Esben, laughing. “I’m walking, I’m walking.”

They stepped in to Juan’s drum-heavy mountain music. There were about forty people inside, mostly miners, all dancing. Meg sang along, her voice disappearing into the wall of sound.

One of Esben’s childhood friends twirled up with a smile, her bangs trimmed crooked on purpose, laser-red paint on her lips. “Hey handsome,” she said. “I heard you were back in town. Don’t just stand there, dance with me.” She grabbed Esben’s hands and pulled him toward the center of the dance floor.

Meg winked at Esben and flashed him a thumbs up. Maybe Meg was right. Maybe Kiara refusing to come with him to Yorren was the end, and he needed to move on. Esben swayed in time to the beat, enough movement to be passable as dancing. This genre that used to stir him with its low syncopated drums and wailing vocals now came off as a shrink-wrapped relic from another time.

Esben’s old acquaintance put her hand on his shoulder and twirled herself around him, smiling and laughing at something one of her girlfriends said. He was glad she was in such good spirits. She was the type of person everyone wanted to see succeed.

“What were you doing on the other side of the planet for so long anyway?” she yelled at Esben over the music.

The violence and passion of the last few years of Esben’s life played through his head at interminable speed, colors ultrabright: firing at Kespereni soldiers in a cloud of smoke, healing the semi-transparent yellow wing of a Trithian only to watch the Trithian burst open under a blaster shot seconds later, caring for an avicamel giving birth, watching Kiara stride through the crowds at Mirthe Market toward his stand with her dark eyes bright with mischief, standing beside Kiara as she floated on her back in the ocean under the Melephrian sky like the unpuzzling of an ancient mystery.

“I was herding avicamels,” Esben said.

The song changed to something slow, and the woman who seemed like an echo from another time took Esben’s hands. “Old Raddo said she thought you had a military gig.”

“What does Old Raddo know anyway?” said Esben. “How have you been? Do you still like Nell?”

“I like it better now that you’re back.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “We don’t have to talk if you don’t want to. We can just dance.”

* * *

During his shift the next morning Esben’s head felt heavy with exhaustion. He was trying to check vital signs on a squirming longhaired cat with a broken leg when the Melephrian symbol for Now appeared in the upper corner of the large display paper embedded in the wall.

He handed the cat back to her owner. “Excuse me for a moment.”

He closed the exam room door and sprinted through the hallways of Sael Emergency, the largest emergency services operation in Sael County. His shoes squeaked on the linoleum as he passed rooms holding patients of various animal and human species, hooked up to drips and machines. At a nondescript gray door he pressed his palm into the reader. The door swung open, admitting him into a windowless room.

His supervisor Dr. Rao stood by a limp Melephrian girl in a hospital bed. The girl had a short black mane and blisters on her maroon skin. She was too young for her adult claws to have come in. Her small, sharp claws were painted blue with polish.

“Take the lungs,” said Dr. Rao. “I’ll take the skin.”

Esben took the child’s hand and began to heal her lungs, which were internally blistered. Perhaps his time with the Knights of Ohan hadn’t been a complete waste. After all, it was the knights who taught him how to heal Melephrians, Trithians, and all the other “forbidden species.”

“What happened?” said Esben.

“Kesperen discovered this child’s mother was Melephrian,” said Dr. Rao, “after a pile of falling bricks knocked her unconscious at a construction site and she lost her illusion. Within the hour, Kesperen had gassed the family residence. This child was playing in the attic and a window was open, so she got a lower dose than the rest of her family.”

“Where’s the rest of her family?” Esben said.

“Dead.”

Esben focused on the girl’s lungs. Each Melephrian lung was composed of twelve pockets, and it seemed that every time Esben improved one pocket, four more collapsed. Dr. Rao smeared a foamy mixture of bioengineered cells across the child’s damaged skin. The child’s heart rate grew erratic and she seized. Esben tensed. Ever since his brother’s passing, seizures unsettled him. Dr. Rao injected an antiseizure medication and Esben helped still the abnormal electrical activity.

Then the child’s secondary digestive tube burst. Acid seared the girl’s abdominal cavity. Dr. Rao rang for backup and two more doctors and a senior omnimed came in to help.

After an hour, by some miracle, the girl was stable. Normally, this would be the point at which a patient got transferred to one of the upper rooms for monitoring—but as this patient was native Melephrian and not human, they had to leave her in this room until an old woman with smile-lines by her eyes appeared out of the ether to whisk her away to a less public facility.

A nurse dressed the girl in a hospital gown and picked the remnants of the girl’s poison-soaked clothes off the floor with gloved hands. Dr. Rao threw away her shoe covers and gloves, washed her hands, and headed for the door. “I’m going to get some lunch. Want to come?”

The boundaries in Esben’s mind were wearing thin. What was the difference between Luka, who had loved him and died, and Kiara, who tormented him and lived, and Dr. Rao, who stood by the door inviting him to lunch? They were all leaves falling from the same tree, brought close and scattered by the same breeze. What was the difference between a Melephrian, a human, a cat? In the end they all got hurt and they all needed to be healed. The poison Kesperen preferred for killing Melephrians made their lungs fill with water, and they drowned where they stood.

“I’ll come along,” said the nurse.

“Maybe another time,” Esben said.

Dr. Rao and the nurse left, chatting. Esben sat on a stool beside the hospital bed. One of the Melephrian girl’s arms hung off the table as she slept. He gently moved the girl’s arm onto the table. Esben tried a god-finding meditation, but it didn’t work.

Kiara had him all wrong. This was a perfectly valid way to oppose Kesperen, with healing instead of violence. He didn’t need to listen to visionaries or chase wild delusions any longer.

The sterilizer dinged. Esben took the girl’s identity tag out of the sterilizer and set it on the bed beside her. It disgusted him that Melephrians had to wear these tags to survive. A literal metal chain around their necks, every day of their lives, from their oppressors’ government. Esben touched his own identity tag. What a ridiculous name, “identity tag.” This scrap of metal didn’t embody a shred of his identity.

The old ether charmer appeared out of the ether. “Is this little one ready?”

“Yes,” said Esben. “She is.”

As the ether charmer vanished with the girl, leaving the bed empty, Esben saw the shadow of Kiara’s silhouette on the bloodstained sheets.

He rubbed his eyes with a weary hand and headed back to the main clinic. Kiara couldn’t be in that much danger in a ceremonial hall—could she?
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Kiara drowned in a flood of memories. They pinned her in the shallows of her mind and rolled over her face like waves.

The newest memory left Kiara on a plain of yellow-green grass that brushed her calves as her feet squelched through a layer of mud. She had become a massive, muscular man. She wished she could widen her stance and scratch an itch on her arm, but she had no control over this body. This wasn’t her life—it was merely an excerpt from someone else’s life that had become part of the standard lightning curriculum.

A monk with brown braids strode through the grass toward Kiara.

“Generate,” the monk said.

Kiara generated a tangle of lightning. Her skin crawled as if she’d dipped her hands into a bowl of ants.

“No, that’s too much current. Reduce by half.”

Kiara felt herself attempting to reduce the current, but the lightning warped and snapped down to nothing, sharp as a rubber band against her palm.

“It’s not working,” she said, in a rough voice that sounded nothing like her own.

“There is no need to get frustrated,” said the monk. “These are early lessons. You have time to improve.”

They practiced for another three hours on the simulated plain, until the man whose body Kiara inhabited could generate lightning of differing amounts, and Kiara knew exactly what that felt like.

“The day is finished,” said the monk. “May Vana nourish your mind.”

“May Vana bless you for nourishing mine.”

The memory ended, and Kiara hung in inter-memory darkness for a few moments. Ever since she’d entered the lightning chamber in Vik’s Ceremonial Hall, she’d spent all her waking hours reliving other people’s memories, an experience brought about by the timed-release melmia capsules in her stomach. The lightning chamber gave her the ability to use lightning, but that ability was worthless without the knowledge transmitted by the melmia.

The melmia wrenched her into another memory, this one belonging to a young woman standing in the same field. After that, she became an old woman standing in the same field. The days always progressed the same way: practicing a skill as a beginner, then as a middler, then as a master.

Finally the onslaught ended, leaving Kiara alone in the silence of the nutrient medium that felt neither hot nor cold, wet nor dry. The medium brought oxygen to her lungs and nourishment to her stomach and kept her skin silky smooth, but also, at times like this, it brought her to the brink of madness, for now she had only eight hours and thirty-seven minutes of sensory deprivation to think her own thoughts and get whatever sleep she needed before the melmia started up again.

She spent a while brainstorming what she might do to stop Kesperen from destroying the Ephrina System, but her last thoughts before falling asleep were of Esben, as they always were: the slope of his shoulders as he sketched, the way he ran his fingers through his honey-colored hair when he was frustrated, the warmth of his laugh, the memory of his arms around her the night they danced. She had been the one to say goodbye, but she couldn’t help imagine what it might be like to see him again.

* * *

Rough hands took Kiara’s hands and pulled her out of gel into air. A warm wet towel swiped across her face, an explosion of texture after three months inside the chamber. The room seethed with the tiny electrical gradients of microscopic creatures. She remembered all of the lightning lessons as if they came from a bright fog-filled space between life and dreams. She knew how to sense lightning, and how to draw it close and push it away.

Nutrient gel steamed off her skin and clothes. The vaporizer dinged and its dome lifted.

She stood beside the pearly white chamber that had held her for three months. Vik, the old man who had set up her lightning ceremony, offered her a plate bearing a sandwich and pickled zabafruit slaw. “You must be hungry.”

“I’m ravenous,” Kiara said. She seized the sandwich and took a huge bite of meat and cheese and mustard on the lightest bread she had ever tasted. “Mmm. This is amazing.”

“Glad you like it. Someday I might turn this place into a café.”

The lightning around Kiara felt warm as sunbaked metal, and arranged itself into infinite patterns. The building and the pods outside trapped rigid lines of energy flowing at angles. The trees writhed with wind-motion in their leaves. A stranger walking by became a blinding flash of a billion lightning strikes strained in tension in her cells. Kiara could sense heartbeats and fuel converters, wingbeats and the city’s buried electrical infrastructure. Even the sand under the building seethed with microorganisms, glittering seafloor stars, endless in depth. Was this the level of detail that Esben experienced when he sensed living creatures as a blood charmer? She swallowed the last bite of her sandwich as Vik glanced nervously at his paper.

Kiara pulled out her own paper, hoping for a message from Esben. She did have many new messages, but they were all incoherent one-liners from Captain Mott accompanied by weird close-up pictures of Mott’s eye. Esben hadn’t even sent a “hope your ceremony went well” message.

Kiara’s paper flicked to her pictures, with her favorite picture of Esben at the top. They’d hiked up a mesa in the early morning, and he was smiling and squinting at the sunrise with his hair messy in the wind. Kiara hadn’t consciously given her paper the command to show her this picture but sometimes the neural interfaces had an uncanny way of determining what people wanted before they themselves realized it.

Kiara stuffed her paper back into her bag and straightened her shoulders. Esben had made his choice too by refusing to join her fight. She headed for the exit. “Thanks again, Vik.”

“Ah ah ah,” said Vik. He blocked her way and gestured at a side door instead. “You have to complete your post-ceremony interview first.”

Kiara stiffened. She’d chosen Vik’s Ceremonial Hall precisely because of Vik’s disdain for Kesperen. She hadn’t needed to recite the traditional vows at the beginning of the ceremony, so why did she have to complete the traditional interview at the end?

“No thank you,” said Kiara.

Vik rested his hand on her arm, and she tried to step away, but found that she wasn’t able to control her leg muscles any more. Kiara’s legs moved against her will, carrying her toward the side door. Panic rose in her throat. Vik must be a blood charmer! She tried to hit Vik, but her arms were anesthetized. She couldn’t even muster lightning, as the melmia had only taught her to manipulate it with the mental aid of movement.

Vik opened the side door. An insectoid KIA agent encased in shiny black armor stood in the center of a small windowless room.

“Is this her?” said Vik.

The KIA agent took out a paper. On it, Kiara saw her own face, with the words Wanted: Icara Svi. “It looks like her,” said the agent in an androgynous voice.

Icara Svi was her legal name, the one she had deliberately shed to create a new identity for herself Outside. If this agent brought her Home now, there would be no escape.

It was theoretically possible to command lightning even without moving, so Kiara strained at the charge in the walls until a weak, fizzling thread of electricity burst from a wall socket and hit the agent’s armor. It dissipated without even leaving a scorch mark.

A round-bellied woman with a cap of fuzzy gray hair and green monk’s robes appeared out of the ether between Kiara and the KIA agent. She tackled Kiara and they disappeared into the ether.

The last ether-charming monk to transport Kiara had tried to turn her in to Kesperen too, so in the disorienting moving darkness of the ether, Kiara hit the monk with her free fist, fully expecting that they’d emerge inside a prison cell.

Instead, they appeared at the top of a stone spiral staircase. The monk, clutching her bleeding nose, disappeared without a word.

Kiara tried the door handle, but it was locked. She ran down the steps to a metal gate, grabbed the bars, and rattled it, but it too was locked. She tried zapping the lock with lightning, but she wasn’t able to generate a strong enough current to melt metal. Apparently, powerful element charming in the real world required real-world practice.

She dashed back up the stairs, ready to plant her foot on the door by the knob, when the door flung open and she found herself flying through the opening. She landed hard on a black and white mosaic floor.

Sister Jediel stood by the open door, her silver hair cropped short, her wrinkles deeper than ever. She wore the brown robes of a civilian and the silver neck band of a high-ranking member of the Gray Link. “Hello, Kiara. In trouble with the KIA again, I see.”

Kiara picked herself up, wincing. “Vik was supposed to be a friend.”

Sister Jediel shrugged. “The price on your head is high enough to turn friends into enemies.”

“How did you know I was in trouble?”

“Replacement parts for element chambers can only be ordered through monasteries, so I’ve known Vik for a long time.” Sister Jediel closed the door to the staircase. “You can stay to catch your breath, if you take off your shoes.”

“Take off my shoes?” Kiara turned. “Why would I need to—”

The words stuck in her throat. This wasn’t an ordinary room—it was a temple. And it looked exactly Kiara’s memory palace.

Kiara pressed off her boots and her socked feet welded themselves to the cool stone floor. This building looked exactly like the invented building Kiara had relied on for so many years when memorizing addresses, coordinates, paper numbers, and everything else she had wanted to preserve in situations where no melmia was available.

The mosaic floor on which she stood depicted a black wheel on a white background. Stone columns carved with leaves and flowers supported arches open to the red desert mesas. Pink stone with translucent green veins paneled the dome’s interior. Embedded sapphires represented stars in a map of the Melephrian night sky. A faceted clarsonite sphere hung across a hole in the dome’s apex and prismed sunlight into rainbows. The interlocking diamonds symbol was emblazoned in black at the apex of the dome, centered around the clarsonite sphere. That symbol had haunted her since the moment she saw it bird-scratched on the back of her father’s identity tag.

The only other time she’d seen her memory palace with such clarity was back in a Kespereni prison, during a dream that felt more lifelike than life. Kiara cringed at the memory of her cellmate Amilla, bright-eyed, green-scaled, speaking through the universal language of kindness since they had no shared words. She’d vowed to come back for Amilla, and she hadn’t kept that promise.

“What’s troubling you?” said Sister Jediel.

Kiara swallowed. “This temple looks exactly like my memory palace.”

“Interesting.”

“It’s not interesting. It’s impossible.”

“Very little is impossible.”

Kiara sighed. “What’s the real reason you brought me here?”

Sister Jediel didn’t answer.

“You’re not going to tell me?”

Still Sister Jediel said nothing.

Kiara sighed again. “Okay…Will you at least tell me where we are?”

“The Melephrians built this temple for Ohan eight thousand years ago. We’ve kept it hidden across all the centuries since Kesperen attacked. My ancestors flew this temple here from the Clarys Mountains after Kesperen set the mountains on fire.”

Kiara parsed her words. Melephrians built it—eight thousand years ago—my ancestors. But she didn’t even need to ask the question that had formed in her mind, because Sister Jediel was transforming before her very eyes: her skin warmed to maroon with black stripes, and her gray hair bloomed into a lustrous black mane. Her robe covered four breasts, not two, and cat-sharp claws emerged from her fingertips as a second thumb appeared on the opposite side of each now-symmetrical hand. A tail curled around her hips, and she didn’t have bare human feet anymore, she had clawed paws. “Lucky for us, your light chambers work with our physiology,” said Sister Jediel. “All Melephrians are light charmers or friends with light charmers, or they’re dead. I know what it’s like to be hunted.”

Kiara had thought all native Melephrians were extinct. “How many of you are there?”

“Not enough.” Sister Jediel walked to the edge of the circular floor, and stood under an open arch, looking out at the desert without any wall to separate her from a multi-story drop. It was as if she wanted to remind Kiara that every second of her life was borrowed time.

Rainbow curls of light from the clarsonite crystal decorated the columns and floor. The wind chased loose sand across the hard-packed mesa cap, and Kiara realized with a start that this was the view from the top of Cryth Mesa, which meant that this temple had to be located on the roof of the River Orchard Monastery. It seemed that Melephrian bodies were not the only subject of illusions. They had managed to hide an entire temple for centuries too.

Sister Jediel wore a ring on one of her furred fingers—a ring that bore the interlocking diamonds symbol from the apex of the dome. “What does that symbol mean?” Kiara said.

“Esben hasn’t told you about the korihc?”

“No.”

“The korihc is the holiest symbol of the Way of the Korihc. The diamond on the left represents Ohan, the diamond on the right represents Kaeon, and the smaller central diamond formed by their overlap represents Rion.” Sister Jediel centered the ring on her finger. “I believe Kaeon brought you to this place—to Melephrys.”

“I fled to Melephrys,” said Kiara. “Looking for the truth about my father.”

Sister Jediel laughed, a rough, barking sound that Kiara didn’t expect. “God is clever, isn’t she?” And then, quick as lightning, she seized Kiara’s arm with her clawed hand, leaning so close to Kiara’s face that Kiara smelled her breath, rich with the scent of meat. “My chosen god is Kaeon. Death, destruction, endings, and decay—exactly what Kesperen needs. You will become a Knight of Kaeon, and help me end Kesperen’s influence in this system and restore Melephrian independence.”

The hair on the back of Kiara’s neck stood on end. “No.”

“The oath is short.” Sister Jediel shoved a paper in Kiara’s face, dotted and slashed with Melephrian letters. “Swear it.”

Kiara thought of Esben and how much he had lost. She thought of her father, dead in a burning ship. She thought of Captain Mott, drunk on the brine of her past, wallowing in a cave. “I’m already going to oppose Kesperen, but in my own way, not working for you.”

“You owe Kaeon your life! You should have seen Esben when he came to me, begging for my help to save you from the Council. He was ready to destroy anything to get you back. Kaeon wants you.”

Kiara yanked her arm away. “I said no.”

For a moment Kiara wondered if Sister Jediel would slash her neck with her razor-sharp claws. But instead, she re-formed her human illusion, and smiled. “You may think you are finished with Kaeon, but she is not finished with you.” Sister Jediel looked into the temple’s shadows and snapped her fingers.

There was a rush in Kiara’s stomach, and the next minute she stood in the parking lot of Vik’s Ceremonial Hall. The curly-haired monk dropped Kiara’s boots on the ground and disappeared.

Kiara seized the boots and dove barefoot into her pod. She had no idea if the KIA agent was still around, but she certainly wasn’t dawdling to find out. At maximum speed, she left Pelda and headed into the desert. She didn’t stop flying until she reached Yorren’s Oasis.

It hadn’t been her plan to try to see Esben right now, but as she slammed the door to her pod and strode toward the herder cabin, she felt driven by a force beyond her control. She knocked on the door and waited, breathless.

A stranger opened the door, a woman with raison skin and sunken cheeks. “What do you want?”

“I’m looking for Esben,” said Kiara, feeling suddenly foolish.

“You mean the last guy to work here? He left months ago.”

“Oh. Sorry to bother you.” Kiara climbed back in her pod and stared at the peeling yoke. The last time she’d spoken with Esben, he’d told her he was going to herd avicamels at Yorren’s Oasis. If he wasn’t here, then where had he gone?

* * *

Kiara parked her pod in a winding stone tunnel, holstered her blaster, and walked into Mott’s cave. She heard a distant clang, followed by angry whistles with the staccato of cursing. Kiara jogged through stacks of engine parts to a dilapidated Blecken painted bright orange. The ship sat lopsided on its landing gear, and Mott’s boots stuck out from under the side.

“Captain Mott?” said Kiara.

Captain Mott slid out from under the ship, bleeding from a cut on her chin. She remained impossibly skinny. Her grease-stained hand gripped a wrench. “Eyy! Kiara! I’ve been waiting to do this for months—hold on.” She vanished into the ether.

What exactly had Mott been waiting to do for months—leave her hanging?

There was a soft thwap. Kiara turned and saw Captain Mott and Esben standing by a stack of crates. Kiara’s heart leapt into her throat. Esben wore the traditional red robes of medical personnel, he’d grown out his hair, and his shoulders were wider.

Captain Mott waggled her finger sternly. “Now solve your problems!” She vanished again.

Kiara reminded herself that as a blood charmer, Esben would need to touch her to sense how quickly her heart was beating.

“Hi,” Esben said.
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A small animal scuttered around under one of the junk piles.

“Hi,” said Kiara. She leaned forward inside her boots, wondering if she should go give Esben a hug. She leaned back again and pushed some pebbles across the stone floor with the side of her boot.

“Congratulations on your lightning ceremony,” said Esben.

“Thank you.” The small animal scuffled again. Kiara’s robe was too hot and Esben was too far away and she might burst if she couldn’t touch him or tackle him after missing him for so long. Why couldn’t she think of anything to say?

“I’m surprised you didn’t keep holding out for ether,” Esben said.

“There’s no way I’d pass the screening. And even if I could, twenty years is a long wait.”

“So is three months.”

Kiara couldn’t tell if he was teasing her, saying that he missed her, or accusing her of something. “I figured if I’m going up against Kesperen, I need all the power I can get.”

The corner of Esben’s mouth twitched. “So, can you electrocute things now?”

Kiara glanced around and selected a crumped soda can as her target. She sent the thinnest thread of lightning at the can, and it crackled and hopped.

Esben looked amused. “I guess I’d better not get too close.”

Kiara wanted to say that of course she wouldn’t zap him, but then, what if she did, by accident? All the lightning in the room was reaching for him. Why couldn’t she tell him how much she’d missed him? Kiara ran her thumb along the seam inside her pocket. “Nice robes. I gather you’ve resumed working on an omnimed cert?”

“At Sael Emergency. When I’m not in the mines.”

“So that’s the new plan. Become an omnimed, stay in Nell.”

“Pretty much.” Esben’s eyes darted around Kiara’s face, as if he wanted to read her, but couldn’t. He fiddled with the edge of a paper sticking out of his pocket, then said, “Speaking of certs, I’m in the middle of a shift.” He glanced over the nearest junk-heap. “A-Mott?”

Captain Mott appeared out of the ether. She glanced at the distance between Kiara and Esben and scowled. Kiara dug a fingernail into her palm.

“Goodbye, Kiara,” Esben said.

“Bye,” Kiara said.

Captain Mott and Esben disappeared.

Kiara kicked the nearest junk pile. Why did Esben have to move to the other side of the planet anyway?

Captain Mott returned with her arms crossed. “You two are so irritating. Kiss each other already and be done with it.”

Kiara blushed. “I don’t exactly think that was on Esben’s mind.”

“Of course it was. Dammit!” Captain Mott punched Kiara in the arm, hard enough to leave a bruise. “What is wrong with you?”

“What’s wrong with you?” Kiara stepped away, rubbing her arm. “If you want an invitation to get involved in my business, here’s one: help me save the Ephrina System from Kesperen by lending me a ship.”

“Pah.”

“What do you mean ‘pah’? It’s your home system that’s at stake.”

“You don’t think I know that? But you don’t even have a plan.”

“Yes I do. I’m going to fly to the Ephrina System on a maintenance connection and warn the Ephrinians about Kesperen’s impending attack.”

Captain Mott burst out laughing. “You don’t even know when Kesperen is attacking. It could be tomorrow, or in ten years. Besides, Ephrinians are pacifists.”

“Even pacifists can build a military.”

“They don’t do fake human pacifism, they do genuine Ephrinian pacifism. No wars whatsoever. It’s obvious to both sides who would win in a theoretical conflict since they can all read each other’s minds. So Ephrinian political entities make deals about who will absorb what territory on a certain timescale.” Mott slid back under the ship and the clanging resumed. “I heard you fly up in a pod. Use your pod.”

Kiara shimmied under the ship next to Mott. “You know I need universal certs.”

Mott looked over at her in the semidarkness and wiped sweat off her brow, leaving a streak of grease on her forehead. “When I risked my neck to help Esben save you, that was for Esben, not you. To me, you’re still a hoity-toity aristocrat, and now you want to play rebel, which is cute until the blasters go off and you lose your nerve. You want me to lend you a ship? Show me you’re willing to poke the beast. Smuggle some weapons, or plant alien seeds at a secret hideout for alien refugees, or get a rebel out of prison, or spy on one of Kesperen’s official pigwads. It’s one thing to argue with the Council. It’s another thing to go up against Kesperen again, and again, and again, knowing that at some point they’re going to get you.”

Kiara looked into the maze of pipes on the underside of the Blecken. Getting Mott on her side would be wise, no matter how long it took. With how intense ether screenings were via official channels, Mott might be the only ether charmer in the entire republic who was willing to break the law. She needed Mott’s help, and Mott knew it.

“I don’t know any rebels in prison,” Kiara said, “but I do know a Trithian. If I break her out—as a proof of concept, if you will—would you lend me a ship?”

“Chet ni.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means ‘go to hell’ in Trithian. There aren’t any Trithians left in prison—they’re all dead or in hiding. Mostly dead.” With one more whack of her wrench, Mott broke off a rusted sensor cap, took a hair pin from her pocket, and shimmied it into a hole in the sensor’s power supply.

“There’s at least one Trithian in prison,” said Kiara. “I met her.”

“Sure you did.”

“I can prove it,” said Kiara. “I don’t speak Trithian, but I remember what she said to me, over and over, like she was singing: ‘Nellas ji morden. Roos ji feshen. Thet stad setsinaja millis. L’min dooa hajari.’ Does that sound real to you?”

Captain Mott eyed Kiara with a hint of curiosity. “Your pronunciation is an offense to the whole Trithian pantheon but it sounds something like, ‘They killed my family. They fried—or, burned—my home. But now I have a friend. Someday we will be low-priced. No, no—someday we will be free.’”

“She might not be a rebel,” said Kiara, “but I promised I’d go back for her, and it’s a promise I should keep. Besides, I read enough in the knights’ archives to know how ‘valuable’ even one Trithian would be, given that most of them were exterminated.”

Captain Mott pulled Kiara into the ether and deposited her upright with her feet planted on the floor. The sudden change in gravity from lying down to standing up sent Kiara stumbling into a crate.

“Alright, baby rebel,” said Captain Mott. “If you’re going to break this Trithian out of prison let’s do it right now.”

“Now?” said Kiara.

“When else were you going to do it? In a year? It’s not like you can prepare for a Kespereni prison break. Come on—the Turnip will take us.” She gestured at the Blecken.

Kiara gaped at her. “You can’t seriously mean you want to fly that ship.”

“Don’t insult her. The Turnip’s got pan-certs, just what you want. She can get us anywhere, Home or Outside.”

“Can’t we transfer the certs to something else?” Kiara said.

“No.”

“But you were literally working on a repair a minute ago.”

“I was augmenting her, not repairing her. I dare you to find anything about my Turnip that isn’t airworthy.”

Kiara circled the Turnip. It was a boxy ship with sloped sides covered in orange spray paint that overlapped the edges of the windows. Kiara inspected the huge ellipsoid thruster barrels jutting from each side, the exhaust vents, the seals around the doors and windows, and the side of the fuel tank. She climbed on the roof and examined the sensor arrays, then crawled underneath to double check the oil cooler and electrical systems. Try as she might, Kiara couldn’t find anything obviously wrong, other than general ugliness and a disturbing hacked-together quality that made her wonder how many other ships had been cannibalized to create this one.

“Told you so,” said Captain Mott, looking smug. She yanked open the door on the pilot’s side and gestured at the pilot’s seat. “You’re flying, because you can’t afford my rates.”

Kiara preferred to fly anyway, since it was impossible to know how sober Captain Mott was at any given time. She climbed into the pilot’s seat. There were three seats up front and three in the back. Several overflowing drawers in the rear storage compartment wouldn’t close all the way and had been bungee-corded shut.

Mott ethered herself into the copilot’s seat and tossed Kiara a key.

Kiara twisted the key in the ignition. A high-pitched whine emanated from the left thruster barrel, and the ship’s entire frame shook. According to the displays, the autopilot was permanently disabled, along with navigation, communications, all battery saver protocols, environmental controls, and the fuel compressor optimization routine. And yet none of the “critical” systems were offline.

Captain Mott pointed at the red flashing autopilot warning and said with pride, “It took me a month to disable that thing. That’s the only way we’re flying into restricted airspace. And I guarantee you, whatever prison we’re headed to will be in restricted airspace. You do know where we’re going, right?”

Kiara tapped her arm to activate her locator beads, and selected the bead that she’d left in the prison. The arrow across her vision spun wildly without finding a direction, which told her the prison wasn’t on Melephrys. “I’ve got a locator bead in one of the cells,” said Kiara. “Once we get to the gate, I’ll be able to figure out what world it’s on.”

By some miracle the Turnip could climb. Bleckens, like pods, provided a yoke and throttle, and assumed binocular vision rather than pilot view. Kiara didn’t trust the stabilizers, and kept her hands on the yoke at all times as she weaved them out of the tunnels and over the desert toward Sythrial. She told herself over and over that this was actually an excellent outcome for her request. She got to keep her promise to Amilla and prove herself to Mott at the same time.

Before they reached the gate, Captain Mott vanished into the ether. Kiara kept the ship on course, and moments later Mott reappeared in the back of the Blecken with an old man in tow—Tlalo Karan.

The last time Kiara had seen Tlalo, she had been a university student on Alcenrya looking for her missing flight instructor. Tlalo hadn’t changed a bit. He wore lime green silk robes and a pointed lime green hat, and his threadlike goatee and thin mustache painted sharp silver lines against his bronze skin. He had on green eyeliner, the same color as his robes.

“I did not give you permission to abduct me,” Tlalo said to Mott. “What will my supervisor say?”

“It’s a prison break. We need a light charmer,” said Captain Mott, as she strapped herself into the copilot’s seat.

“And who is this pilot, may I ask?”

Kiara turned and waved at him. “We met before, although I didn’t tell you my name. I’m Kiara.”

“Ah, we have met before, haven’t we?” Tlalo inclined his head and smiled. “I never had the chance to thank you for tipping me off about Anyi. You saved her life.”

“Whoa, whoa,” said Captain Mott. “She saved my life? When?”

“On Alcenrya,” said Tlalo. “This is the person who told me of your imprisonment.”

Captain Mott looked at Kiara with surprise. “Wow, that makes me like you a little.”

Kiara rolled her eyes. “Thanks.”

They reached the Sythrial gate, a black sphere held high by two obelisks with sandstone facades engraved with Melephrian writing. Ellipsoid pods, bird-winged Astrons, bulky Bleckens, and even a few translucent round Spherons queued around obelisks bearing the names of different destination worlds. The belly of a waiting Cargon-3000 hung out of the clouds.

Kiara couldn’t view the gate schedule on a ship without communications, so she plastered her own paper over one of the Turnip’s dead displays and looked up the gate schedule there.

The Sythrial gate was currently connected to Yad-3, and her locator bead’s arrow still spun wildly. Once the gate connected to the world on which the bead was located, the arrow should stop spinning and point straight into the gate. Kiara made a list of all of Kesperen’s gates and crossed Yad-3 off the list.

Captain Mott sighed. “Oh, boy. This is going to take a while.”

“Good thing I always have my knitting,” said Tlalo. From the back seat, needles clacked.

Thirty minutes later, Kiara had eliminated Juliant, Aerfen, Lektral, Midian, the Meiros
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