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One


Tiercel skims the air just above the ground, a yellow-tipped arrow covered in brown and white feathers. He flies so low that the tips of the meadow grass brush against the underside of his wings. A subtle change in angle slows his flight and he drops onto the squirrel, pinning it with his talons. After a brief squeal, the squirrel is silent. The hawk mantles over the creature, fanning his wings and hiding it from sight.  
I walk up to him from the side, making gentle noises, and pull a small chunk of meat from the pouch at my waist. He grips the squirrel with his talons and cocks his head to the side, studying me. I give two sharp whistles and he jumps onto my outstretched forearm then picks the meat from between the fingers of my heavy leather glove. Once he’s finished the reward, I raise my arm and give another whistle. He lofts up into the trees and watches from a branch as I pick the squirrel up by its tail and tie it to the belt at my waist. 
I sigh and drop my shoulders. One squirrel isn’t going to feed five people, especially as skinny as the thing is, but I’ve been out here half the morning and it’s all I’ve managed to get. This doesn’t bode well for our food situation.
Peter did fine out here when it was just him; he had plenty of food stored to last him through the winter. Then I showed up with my injured brother, alien grandfather, and Flint, my brother’s boyfriend. Plus, I added another mouth to feed when I found Tiercel injured in the woods and brought him back to the cabin with me. At least the hawk can feed himself if it comes to that.
It’s barely November, and we’ve already managed to go through a good bit of Peter’s canned and dried food as well as his stack of firewood. The cold arrived early and it looks like it’s going to be a very long, very cold winter. There’s no question we’ll run out of food, and there aren’t many options for trading here. 
And Peter is too damn nice to ask us to leave. Not that we’d make it very far. 
Jace’s broken leg is healing, thanks again to Peter, who has some basic medical training from when he used to travel to remote locations to preach. But even with Peter’s care, my brother is still not in any shape to make the trek to Bridgelake, the largest human settlement left, not with the weather the way it is. The settlement is a couple hundred miles away through woods and over mountains. Not a journey someone still recovering from a fractured tibia can make through snow and bitter cold.
Then there’s Jastren, my grandfather. He’s one of the E’rikon, the alien race that arrived on Earth about ten years ago and took over one of our decimated cities. He’s got bright red hair, much brighter than mine or Jace’s, and yellow eyes with a starburst of red in the center. Neither feature can be easily hidden, and the odds are any humans we come across would kill first without bothering to ask questions. 
There’s always been tension between the two species, and it’s only gotten worse. Vitrad Linaud, who’s a petty, vengeful sadist on his good days, is now in control of the E’rikon city. He manufactured an attack that he somehow managed to attribute to humans, and the aliens were more than happy to accept him as their new leader. Especially since the old one was dead and there was no one else to step up. 
Here at Peter’s cabin, we aren’t too far from the E’rikon city, and lately there have been more and more of the aliens’ silver ships passing overhead, off to who knows where. Maybe they’re prepping for the looming interspecies war or something. 
Jace and I are only half E’rikon and have none of their more distinguishable physical features, so we can pass for human easily. In fact, we’ve been doing it all our lives. I spent over two weeks with… one of the E’rikon… and he had no idea what I was. Hell, even I didn’t know until about a month ago when I sat right at Peter’s kitchen table while Flint explained what he knew and a hopeful smile spread across Lir’s face.
I squeeze my eyes shut. That simple memory, just the thought of his name, tugs at the broken thread of our bond and brings the burn of tears. I trusted him. I loved him. He used me. He betrayed me. 
And he left this gaping hole when he broke the bond with nothing but a simple two-word apology: I’m sorry. No explanation. No attempt at justification for his actions. No goodbye.
To top it off, whatever Lir did when he broke the bond has left me unable to link to anyone but my brother. Jastren has spent the past few weeks teaching Jace how to use the mental abilities that come with our alien heritage. But me… He’s simply been staring at me in frustration, because no matter what I do, I cannot follow the thread of the mental connection and link to him. I still occasionally pick up some emotions from him—mostly disappointment—but that’s it. At least I’ve still got my connection to Jace. That’s all I really need anyway, right?
A screech from Tiercel pulls me from my thoughts and I wipe at my eyes with one hand. Despite the ache in my heart, in my head I know it shouldn’t still be affecting me like this. After all the secrets, all the lies, and that final betrayal, I should be over him, but I’m obviously not. I hate my stupid heart for that.
I whistle, and Tiercel swoops down from the tree and perches on my upraised arm.
“Hey buddy, you think we’ll catch anything else today?”
He tilts his head to the side and stares at me.
“I’ll take that as a no.” I lift my arm and he takes off again. “We’ll just head back then.”
Tiercel flies from tree to tree as I make my way through the woods. For a wild hawk, he was surprisingly easy to train, at least for me. He typically won’t let anyone else touch him, including Jace, who actually has experience with birds since our dad used to keep a couple. It’s a bit strange.
Most birds would take months to train and still wouldn’t be as tame as Tiercel is with me. When I found him, he hopped onto my arm without question, and it took very little effort for me to teach him to hunt small animals. I never have to put a hood on him, and he’ll come to me even if I don’t have a snack to offer. He’s free to come and go, but he always responds to my whistle. I wouldn’t even have set up a mews for him if the weather wasn’t so bad. I don’t want him to get stuck in a storm, so I converted one of Peter’s small sheds into a nice cozy spot for him to roost.
My foot catches on a tree root and I half stumble out of the forest and into the clearing surrounding the cabin. I point toward the shed and Tiercel streaks over and into it. Not even a whistle, and he knows exactly what I want him to do. Strange as it may be, it’s awfully handy. 
I tromp up the wooden steps and swing open the back door, calling out that I’ve got dinner. When I walk in, everyone except Jastren is sitting around the kitchen table. At my appearance they go silent and three sets of eyes focus on me. 
I narrow my eyes. “What?”
Jace is the first to recover. “Hey, sis, we were discussing food and stuff. You know, how we’re going to get through the winter and all.” The chill of his nervousness flows to me.
“Why wasn’t I included in this conversation?”
Flint sighs. “There’s only one option, Jax, and every time—”
I cut him off. “We are not trading with Lenny and his gang.”
“And that’s why you weren’t included in the conversation,” my brother mutters under his breath.
I whirl on Jace. “So you agree with him now? You think we should go make nice with the guys who were going to sell me to the Breeder camp? If it wasn’t for—” I press my lips together and shake my head. I shouldn’t be thinking about him. “You know what? Why don’t I just head over to the Breeder camp now? Save us some time. Because that’s where I’ll end up if Lenny or Stu or any of those guys get a clue that I’m here. And that’s if they don’t kill you on sight. You might be a guy, but you’re still my twin and I can’t imagine that Stu won’t notice some resemblance to the girl who”—I swallow noisily—“who killed his brother. Is that what you want?”
“Peter will go with me,” Jace says. “They know him. It’ll be okay.”
I cross my arms over my chest. “If they’re so friendly with Peter, why can’t he go by himself?” I wince at the selfishness in my words. How awful am I? I don’t want to send the old man into danger, but I can’t lose Jace—not again. Every instinct in me screams that sending Jace to go trade with Lenny will only be delivering my brother to his death. Lenny would consider it the perfect payback for what I did.
Flint huffs and grits his teeth. “We’ve already been over this. Jace needs to go, because if there’s trouble, he can manipulate their emotions—”
“We don’t know if it works like that on humans,” I say. “It’s completely untested.”
“Don’t you pay attention to anything? I’m a human,” says Flint. “And it works on me.”
“But—”
“But nothing,” says Jace. “I’ve been cooped up in this cabin practicing for weeks. I know what I’m doing, and I can handle this. It’s the only choice we’ve got. Obviously, you and Jastren can’t go, and Flint has to stay behind to protect you—”
This again? “I don’t need his protection!” I yell.
Flint slams his fist on the table and stands up. “Dammit, Jax! Do you think I want to stay behind? You want to protect Jace and he wants to protect you.” He throws his arms up. “And I’m always the one caught in the middle. I’m sick of it!” He storms down the hallway and a door slams.
Jace closes his eyes and lets out a long breath before slowly rising and limping down the hall after Flint, the makeshift stabilizing boot on his lower leg thumping with each step. Thankfully, he inherited some of the E’rikon’s accelerated healing, otherwise he’d still be on crutches. The door opens and closes, more softly this time, and I can hear the quiet hum of their voices.
I hate fighting with my brother—Flint, too. But it seems like the three of us are constantly at each other’s throats. Flint’s right. We always put him in the middle and he doesn’t deserve that. But what am I supposed to do? I pinch the bridge of my nose between two fingers and collapse into the chair next to Peter. 
“What do you think about all this?” I ask. The second the question leaves my mouth, I flinch. I should know better by now than to ask Peter such an open-ended question.
“This whole thing is beyond me,” Peter replies. “I know you had a bad experience with Lenny, and I don’t believe he’s a good guy, but I don’t know that he’s entirely bad. And Stu? He’s barely older than you. They’re all just trying to stay alive. That’s all everyone’s doing these days. But it’s not enough for one to simply survive. There needs to be hope… and love.” He shakes his head. “No one quite understands how very important love is nowadays. Love for both yourself and others. Without love… we’d all be savages. That goes for romantic love, too. Those boys, even with so much working against them, managed to find each other, and this whole survival business is tearing them both apart, but—”
“So you’re saying all their problems are my fault?”
“No, no, no, not at all, my dear. It’s just that everyone’s under so much stress and my cabin’s not that large. Though, back when I first built it, there was plenty of space for little old me. Did I ever tell you about how I built it?” He coughs. “But that’s not my point here. You and Jace arguing doesn’t help anything. And Flint, he’s like another brother to you, yes? Both of you—all three of you—are so wrapped up in protecting the others that not one of you has bothered to believe in each other, to trust in the love you have for each other. Isn’t that partly how this situation began? Jace trying to protect you, trying to do what he thought was best? That’s exactly what you’re trying to do for him now. Things are uncertain in this world—no one knows that better than you—but if you don’t have at least some faith, then you have nothing. So trust that Jace will protect himself and come back to you unharmed. You can’t possibly believe it’s his desire to die or be taken. And he should have a little faith in your ability to protect yourself and let that poor suffering boy go with us like he so obviously wants to. After all, you are capable of taking care of yourself, yes?”
I nod slowly.
“Then you should trust that Jace can do the same. I see no problem with the two young men and I going on a short trading trip, one that we will return from unharmed and with enough supplies to carry us through the winter.”
A sigh brushes past my lips. As roundabout as his point is, he does have one, and it’s a good one. “When will you guys leave?”
“Tomorrow morning, early,” says Peter with a soft smile. “I’ll do my best to look out for both of them.”
And if I don’t want to alienate Jace and Flint any further, that will just have to do.
[image: image-placeholder]The next morning, the truck idles in the driveway while Peter loads up handmade blankets, medical supplies, and some other odds and ends to trade. I simply lean against the cabin with my arms crossed. I’m not arguing, but I don’t have to pretend I like this idea. If Flint and Jace are surprised at my newfound “support” for their plan, they don’t say anything. 
Surprisingly, it’s Jastren who has a problem with the plan. “This is not the best use of our resources,” he says. “They will be outnumbered, and if Jace is unable to manipulate the other men, Flint’s brawn will not move the odds into their favor.”
“What would you suggest, Grandfather?” Jace asks in a deferential tone. 
I don’t manage to conceal my snort, and Jace glares at me. What does he expect? My brother, always the clown, has never been one to capitulate to anyone, but he treats Jastren like some sort of all-knowing king in whose presence we should be bowing. Sometimes I think I should be doing the same, but… then I come to my senses. I don’t know why, but something about it doesn’t feel right.
I used to think that Jace’s deference came from some weird sense of gratitude for… I don’t know, Jastren’s being related to us? I thought it would go away, that Jace would eventually laugh and joke with Jastren like he used to do with Dad. But nope. The more time the two have spent together training, the more Jace’s regard for the alien has increased. Now he takes almost everything Jastren says as gospel—except when it has to do with Flint.
Early on, Jastren made it clear—through a subtle ooze of disapproval—that he didn’t think Jace’s relationship with Flint was appropriate. At least Jastren hasn’t come right out and said anything; I suppose he doesn’t want to tarnish Jace’s near hero worship of him. However, I can tell from the look in his eye and the occasional flash of emotion I get from him that Jastren is not a fan of Flint. 
“I believe I should accompany you instead of Flint,” Jastren says. “You can drop me off within linking distance, and if you run into problems, you can simply link to me and I will come to assist.”
Flint shakes his head. “And what good would that do? You’d still be outnumbered.”
“We are quicker than humans, and our reflexes are more evolved. I can subdue any hostiles more swiftly and efficiently than you can.” 
I roll my eyes. That’s another thing. I get lumped in with the humans, but Jastren treats my brother like he’s full-blooded E’rikon. Not that I’m complaining or anything. I identify more with my human half than my alien one. The alien part of me has caused me nothing but pain. Letting others into my head. Driving me into darkness. Creating a killer. And drawing me to Lir.
Jace turns to Flint. “What do you think?”
Flint’s eyes dart from Jastren to me and then back to Jace. “It sounds logical, but…” He reaches out and grabs Jace’s arm. “I still don’t like it.”
“You don’t have to. It just has to get done,” says Jace, shaking Flint’s hand off. He faces Jastren. “We will go with your plan then, Grandfather.”
An icy resolve travels from Jastren and frosts along my nerves. I look at him and narrow my eyes. What was that about?
Flint clenches his jaw and stares down at his feet as Jace climbs in the truck and slides across to sit next to Peter, who’s in the driver’s seat. He doesn’t even say goodbye, but neither does Jace. I hate seeing them like this.
When the truck disappears down the driveway, I straighten, take the three steps to Flint, and place my hand on his shoulder.
“I don’t like this,” Flint says. “He doesn’t act like himself when Jastren’s around.”
I squeeze his bicep. “I know. I think it’s new to him still. The mental connection can be… overwhelming.”
“But even when you were with Lir—” He tilts his head and cracks his knuckles. “Sorry. It’s just… you never acted like that. You were always you, even when he was around. But Jace… It’s like he’s some other person, like he’s not the guy I fell in love with anymore. I miss him.”
My heart floods with sympathy. I wish I knew how to fix this, but the only thing I can think of to say is, “He’s been through a lot.”
Flint raises his head and meets my eyes. “So have you.”
I shrug. “I don’t know what you want me to say. Do I think he’s acting strangely? Yes. But I also think it will work itself out.” My mouth tilts up and I nudge him with my shoulder. “I mean, look how far I’ve come. It just took time.”
A grateful smile appears on his lips and he throws an arm over my shoulders, tugging me to his side. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.” I sigh. “And I’m sorry for putting you in the middle of all our battles.”
He chuckles and pulls me closer. “All a part of sibling rivalry, right?” Moving his arm away, he clasps his hands together over his chest and dramatically flutters his eyes. “Fighting over poor little me? At least I know you care.”
I smack his arm. “Hey, it’s not my fault my family’s dysfunctional.”
“Dysfunctional?” He lifts his eyebrows. “Nah, you two are the most functional family I know. You might fight, but you love each other.”
“Don’t you mean us three? You aren’t getting out of this. Now you’re my brother too.”
His eyes soften and a grin takes over his face. “I always wanted a pesky little sister.”
“Who you calling little?” I give him a shove and take off into the trees, calling out over my shoulder, “Well, come on then. You think you can take me? I bet you can’t even catch me.”
“You’re on!” he yells from behind me.
I duck under branches and dart around trees, leaving Flint well behind me in my mad dash. He doesn’t have much of a chance at catching me unless I let him. I might not have all the benefits of my heritage, but I am a bit faster than a normal human.
Pausing, I hide behind a large rock and wait for the rustling noises to get closer before I pop out from behind it. “Boo!”
The thrill of the chase, my elation, and my laugh wash away as stark cold fear, laced with icy tendrils of guilt, slams into me. The playful smile drops from my face. It’s not Flint who has found me. Not blond hair, but a true deep gold. Not blue eyes, but inhuman golden ones to match the hair. 
Rym.
Vitrad’s son. Lir’s cousin and good friend. 
The one I left for dead after a brutal mental gutting. 




Two


Rym’s eyes are dim and his face drawn. There’s a new hardness about his features that wasn’t there before. At least, not in the few times I actually interacted with him. He looks years older than the last time I saw him and his easy smile is absent.  
An image of my molten anger flowing into him and driving him to the ground fills my head. Did I cause this change in him? Why is he here? A whisper hides in the back of my mind: And why isn’t Lir? Even if I knew what to say, no words can move past my lips. I take a step back and dart my eyes to the side. What do I do? Run? No, he’s faster than me, and he’d catch me easily. Another step back.
Raising his hands up by his chest, Rym moves backward as my breath catches. “Please,” he says. “I am not here to harm you. Simply to talk.”
A single word makes its way up my frozen throat. “Why?”
He inches forward, and my heartbeat pounds in my ears. “Lir sent me. He—”
Just like that, the ice holding me in place shatters and a fiery anger rips through me. Lir is the enemy. “I have nothing to say to him.”
“You do not understand. There—”
I dig my fingernails into my palms. “I understand all I need to. He lied. He manipulated me. He used me. And when it came down to it, he made his choice.” This is the mantra that’s replayed over and over in my head for the past few weeks: Lied. Used. Betrayed. A pathetic attempt to drown out the memories of green gold eyes and stolen kisses. But Rym’s presence, and the idea that Lir sent him, bring a subtle trickle of hope that shouldn’t be possible in the face of Lir’s underhanded motives and uncertain allegiance. Why can’t I simply hate him and be done with it? Why am I so torn?
“It is not what you think.” One hand reaches out as if to grab mine. 
I slide farther back and shove the pain down until it’s behind my walls again. “Don’t. Touch. Me.”
His breath pushes out in a huff. He swallows and drops his hand to his side. “Fine, but I need you to listen to me, and I would prefer to not end up writhing on the ground.”
I wince at the mental image his words call up. “Sorry.”
Rym’s brow furrows. “You are apologizing for…?”
This mimics one of my first conversations with Lir so closely that my stomach twists with the pain of the memory. “For hurting you,” I say softly. “I didn’t mean to.”
His limbs relax slightly and he steps forward again. “I know that. You were not prepared for what happened, and you acted on instinct. The bond… it could not have been pleasant for you when it was broken.”
A puff of air bursts from my mouth, not quite a laugh, but it releases some of my tension. “That’s a bit of an understatement.”
“I am sorry for not finding you sooner that day, to warn you, to prepare you. Something. You should not have had to go through that alone.” He gestures to the woods around him. “You should not have had to do any of this alone. Lir has tried to link with you so he could explain—”
My walls slam back into place. “I’m not interested in his explanation.”
He tilts his head and gives me an exasperated look. “Do you think I could finish a sentence here?”
The sound of a gun cocking comes from my right. “I think she said she wasn’t interested, erk,” says Flint. He takes a few sideways steps until he’s beside me, his gun trained on Rym the entire time.
Rym turns slowly to face him, once again raising his hands. “The gun is unnecessary. I am not armed and I am not here to hurt anyone.” His eyes go to me, pleading. “Tell him I mean no harm, Jax.”
Flint glances at me out of the corner of his eye and raises his eyebrows in question. I pull my lower lip between my teeth and bite down on it as I study Rym. He did help get me and Jace out of the research facility back in the city, and he hasn’t exactly tried to attack me today. This is one of those times when the link would come in handy.
I sigh and give Flint a slight nod. He lowers the gun and moves closer to me until we’re shoulder to shoulder. 
“Say what you have to say, Goldilocks.” He glares at Rym. “And then go home.”
“It is not what I have to say. Lir is the one who sent me. He is the one who needs to speak with her.”
“If he has so much to say, then why are you here instead of him?” Flint leans forward, his voice soft and cold.
Rym presses his lips together. His eyes flick back and forth between me and Flint. “My cousin… is unable to leave the city at this time.”
Flint rocks back on his heels and snorts. “Too busy helping his uncle—who’s your father, right?—start a war?”
A brief flare of anger shoots from Rym. “No. Physically unable to leave the city. Lir…” He shakes his head and focuses his gaze on me. “Lir wanted to be here. He wanted to send me long before now, but this was the first time I’ve been able to get out without being noticed. His kitu is still not functional, and even if he could get past the barrier, without you—without the bond—he would not be able to survive out here.”
Crossing my arms over my chest, I lean back against a tree. “So he needs to use me for some sort of escape plan?”
Rym runs his hand over his face and blows out a noisy breath. “No. He cannot leave. I was trying to explain why he was not here, why he did not immediately come to find you after everything that happened. He wants to see you, not for any plan or any ulterior motive, but simply to talk to you. Whatever you believe of him, of his feelings for you… you are wrong.”
“I’m wrong about him bonding with me and then deserting me to support Vitrad?”
“It is not as it seems.”
I straighten and move forward until my face is inches from Rym’s. “It’s been over three weeks. Why bother now? I’m not the same girl Lir fooled into believing him. Does he think he’s going to talk circles around me again? Trick me? For what purpose?”
“Why do you automatically assume the worst? Do you not realize what you shared?” Rym’s next words leak through clenched teeth. “Of course you do not realize—because you know almost nothing about us. You never took the time to learn. And you refuse to listen when someone tries to explain.” His eyes harden. “Tell me, Jax, what repercussions have you suffered from the broken bond? Any at all? Stellan and Vira are dead. Lir’s sister is a prisoner, a pretty bauble for my father to use to force his cooperation. Do you have any idea where he has been in that time? What my father has done to him? You hold all this anger toward Lir and you do not consider what he has lost. You have no idea what he has given up to protect you. And still you question his loyalty? How can you be so selfish?”
I flinch, and the last word echoes in my brain. I thought I was protecting myself from further hurt by pushing Lir out, by trying to forget… but was I just being selfish instead? 
“Back off,” Flint says. “She’s been through a lot too.”
Rym cocks his head and sends a glare at Flint. “She did not seem overly upset when I arrived. Are human affections that fickle?” Disgust curls his lips. With a brisk shake of his head, he steps back. “This was a mistake. I will not bother you again.” He presses his lips together and then lowers his chin in a graceful nod. “Farewell and good journey.” He spins and stalks off into the trees.
It’s the finality of that strangely formal phrase that quenches the fire of my anger. “Wait—” I run up behind him and place a hand on his shoulder. Rym jerks to a stop, and his whole body stiffens as if he’s expecting pain from my touch. I drop my hand. “I’m not… I wouldn’t…”
He faces me and meets my eyes, a questioning look on his face.
“What happened before… I didn’t mean to do it. I don’t even know what I did.” Hope and desire compete with doubt and suspicion for control of my mouth. I close my eyes and drop my head. I look up and force back the tears threatening to fall. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” 
He studies my face for a moment, then his shoulders drop. “You will need to accompany me into the city, and I cannot guarantee your safety. You will have to do everything I say. Can you do that?”
I nod. 
Flint walks up behind me and grabs my upper arm, turning me to face him. He pulls me away and off to the side, presumably where he won’t be heard when he says, “This is a horrible idea. He’s not your responsibility.”
“I know that.” I press my teeth into my lower lip and close my eyes. “But… I want to see him too.”
And there’s the truth, finally out. One of the many secrets I’ve hidden from my brother, from Jastren, from Flint, and maybe a little from myself as well. I had to be strong. I had to be whole. There was no time for wallowing. Peter told me I didn’t need to feel guilty for my affection for Lir, but it still festered deep in my subconscious. And the longer it was pushed down, the more effort it took to hold back the flood of anger and sadness that threatened to overwhelm me. Now, saying my desire out loud has brought all my emotions crashing down around me. 
Turning away, I squeeze my burning eyes closed, take a deep breath, and wait, hands fisted and teeth clenched, for the judgment, the scorn, the derision. I wait to be told how stupid and naive I am—because after everything that happened, I still desperately crave my alien boy with the emerald eyes.
Flint pulls me into a hug and talks quietly into my ear. “It’s okay. It’s not like I didn’t already know, even if you didn’t tell me. Plus, I’m the last person to say anything about who to love. I just want you to be safe.”
I exhale and, for the first time in a long while, fully relax. “Why don’t you come with me?” I pull back and call to Rym. “He can come, right?”
A hardness has returned to Rym’s eyes, but confusion lingers in their depths as well. “You wish to bring…?” 
I nod, and Flint crosses his arms over his chest. 
“The ship is… rather small,” Rym says.
“Ship?” I ask.
Rym’s brow furrows. “Did you expect us to walk there? The ship is only meant to seat two and—”
“She’s not going anywhere without me,” says Flint. “Been there, done that, and it didn’t end very well.”
Rym’s eyes dart between me and Flint. “It will be a tight fit, but I suppose I can get you both in.” He tilts his head to the side. “Your companion will have to wait in the ship when we get there though. You may be able to walk down the street relatively undetected, but there is no way to disguise him.”
Flint opens his mouth, probably to protest, and I place a hand on his chest, stopping him. He gives me a dirty look, but stays quiet. 
“That’s fine,” I say. “Where are you… parked?”
Rym focuses on my hand for a moment before briskly shaking his head. “Follow me.”
[image: image-placeholder]He wasn’t kidding about the tight fit. The tiny silver ship Rym leads us to is a much smaller version of the silver pod I rode in on my last trip to the city, though apparently this one flies. It has a single benchlike seat and the door can just barely slide into place with the three of us in it. Even with my torso twisted sideways, my shoulders still bump against both boys.
Rym’s jaw is tight and he tries to angle himself away from me, even though there’s really nowhere for him to go. What is with him? Granted, I haven’t spent much time with him before, but it’s almost as if he thinks I’m infectious or something. 
“I’m not gonna bite, you know,” I say. “Would you be more comfortable if I sat on Flint’s lap?”
A frigid splash of alarm followed by a wave of confusion. “I do not believe that is necessary.” He shifts in the seat and leans toward the metal panel set in the center of the panel below the curved window in front of him. “I simply would prefer to avoid any further complications.”
“Complications? Hold on a minute…” I reach forward and place one hand on his extended arm, the one with his kitu. “What—”
Rym snatches his arm away as if I burned him, then turns fully until I’m facing him. It’s not like I don’t have issues with people touching me, but I’ve never seen someone else react that way. Is he… scared of me? The image of him falling to the ground while whatever’s inside of me poured into him flashes through my mind. It would be understandable if he is.
“I’m not going to…”—I slide my eyes to the side and raise my eyebrows—“… do that.”
His lips push out as he sighs. “I know. But…” And the head tilt again. “Have you not noticed that casual touching is not something we do?”
“What are you talking about? Lir…” Heat takes over my cheeks. “Lir touched me all the time.”
Flint’s head swings quickly in my direction and he blinks rapidly. “Excuse me?”
I shake my head. “I don’t mean—He—I—” I run one hand over my reddening face while words fight for order in my brain.
Flint snorts, but he tries to cover it with a cough. “I haven’t seen you this flustered since Emily asked you to come to sewing circle.”
I shoot him a glare and punch him in the arm. “Shut up.” A deep breath with a long exhale. “What I meant was, no, I didn’t notice that. Lir never seemed to have a problem with it and…” I search my memories for another example. “Even you grabbed my hand when we first met.”
“That is true,” says Rym, “but I thought you were human at the time.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You are aware of the link that can form between two E’rikon, correct?”
“Well, yeah. Isn’t the link always there though?” I mentally run through all my experiences and interactions with the aliens, trying to figure out what he’s trying to say.
“And you know the difference between the link, the dhama, and a broadcast?”
“Uh…”
Rym shakes his head. “Did he really not explain anything to you? You are cute and all, but I find it hard to believe my cousin was so distracted by you that he neglected to tell you the basics.” Indignation flares and I open my mouth to send a verbal barb his way, but Rym chuckles. “I get it. No need to defend him, but nice to know you would.” He winks. “You at least understand the bond, correct?”
“I guess so. It’s similar to the dhama but… more.” My fingers just became very interesting to me. I twist them in my lap and avoid both boys’ eyes. “It’s like a mental marriage… or something.”
“Hold up,” says Flint, his hands up by his chest as he stares at me in surprise. “Why do you understand what that is and not all the rest?”
I close my eyes and pull my shoulders forward. “Well…”
“He does not know?” Rym asks. Something—maybe shock?—flows from him.
I peek up at Flint from the corner of my eye. “We kinda had one. A bond, I mean.” I straighten and press my lips together, swallowing back the emotion threatening to choke me. “Not anymore.”
“But—”
“I don’t want to talk about it.” My words are hard and precise. I punctuate the statement with a narrow-eyed glare. “So drop it.”
Flint squints at me, a searching look on his face. “Whatever you say. But we will talk about this. It might be important for”—his eyes flick to Rym—“Jace to know about this.”
He doesn’t want Rym to know about Jastren… and strangely enough, neither do I. Something whispers at the back of my mind telling me it would be a bad idea. It’s the same voice that continues to tell me this whole trip is a bad idea. My grandfather has been at least semi-helpful, and he did save both mine and Jace’s lives back in the city. And as much as I hate to admit it, Jastren is also our only ally from the E’rikon side. If whatever this little trip is goes wrong, he’s probably the only person who could help get us back out. 
I take Flint’s hint, keep my mouth shut, and simply nod.
Rym looks back and forth between us, a subtle hint of suspicion rolling off of him, before he speaks again. “There are different levels of mental connection. The ones that can be between any E’rikon are the broadcast and the link. Those two are actually very similar and can be turned on and off. However, once a dhama has been established, the connection is almost involuntary and it is very hard to shut someone out. The dhama normally only forms between those with familial or emotional ties, but it can also be brought about by physical proximity, and it can become more established through casual touching—and that can lead to an unwanted emotional link. As you can imagine, we would prefer to keep just anyone out of our heads.”
The word “unwanted” feels like a punch to the stomach. “So, the only reason anything at all formed between me and Lir is because he didn’t know what I was and he…” My next words are whispered. “It’s all my fault.”
And then the tide of guilt pulls me under and other horrors start slamming into me. The men at the cabin. Casual touching. The slimy feel of their thoughts crawling through my brain, so much worse than the feel of their hands on my skin. That time it was my fear that broke loose, throwing them back and sending them screaming to the floor, before the molten anger that even now still lingers in the darkness of my mind took over.
My nails dig into my palms and my lungs scream for air. I’m not breathing. I have to remember to breathe. In. Out. In. Out. It’s not working! My tensed limbs start to shake. Rym backs away until he’s plastered against the rounded wall of the ship. It takes every ounce of willpower I have not to lash out when arms wrap around me from behind. I chant in my head to keep myself calm. It’s only Flint. It’s only Flint. My friend. My second brother. Safe.
He wraps his hands around my wrists and pulls my arms back until they’re crossed in front of my chest. His breath brushes past my ear. “Relax. You’re safe. Just breathe.”
“That’s not—” Rym begins.
“Shut up, erk, I’ve got this under control.” Flint rocks gently back and forth, pulling me with him and whispering in my ear. “It’s okay. You’re safe.”
Slowly, gradually, the tremors recede and my limbs relax. Deep breaths fill my lungs and I can open my eyes again. Flint’s back is against the opposite wall of the ship from Rym and I’m pressed against his chest with his arms locked around me. After a few more breaths, his arms loosen. “You good now?”
I manage a nod and a croak-like, “Yeah.”
“It’s been a while since you had one of those. Are you sure this is a good idea?”
“It was just unexpected. I can handle it… I…” As my voice trails off, the shaking subsides. 
The panic attacks are less frequent nowadays, but they’re almost completely random. It used to be that I knew what things might set me off and I could avoid them. Now… it can be anything. A brief thought. A single word. One time Jastren set me off simply by trying to link with me. I’m assuming this newly unpredictable instability is a consequence of the broken bond… or maybe of burying all my feelings and thoughts of Lir so deeply behind anger and suspicion that it’s things that remind me of him that set me off.
Flint speaks quietly. “Jax, what else would you have expected when you’ve locked this stuff up inside for so long?” He releases me, and I sit up. “Why didn’t you tell us? I thought you were at least talking to Peter.” 
I had been talking to Peter, but there’s only so many times I could hear the old priest babble on about choices and forgiveness before it stopped helping. And I never went into any detail with him about what I really needed to talk about. Or rather, who I needed to talk about. 
Ever since Lir broke the bond between us, I’ve felt empty and alone. More so than ever before. Probably some weird side effect of the whole thing, but there isn’t any way for me to really confirm that without talking to Jastren, and he’s refused to speak of anything having to do with the Vestras. And who else could I talk to? Not Jace… he never understood my connection with Lir, and I couldn’t risk his disdain. 
But I could have talked to Flint. I should have realized that long before now. Steadier than Jace and a little less quick to judge, Flint could have helped me cope a little better than I have on my own. 
My gaze darts to Rym. His brow is furrowed in concern and my cheeks heat at the thought of what he must think of my little display. I avert my eyes. “Let’s just go and get this over with.”
Without another word, Rym places his kitu against the metal plate, and the ship or pod or whatever it’s called lifts into the air and heads toward the city.




Three


The flight is near silent. Both because the vehicle itself is quiet and because Rym hasn’t said a single word since we took off. He’s been sending glances my way when he thinks I’m not looking. But I’m always looking. As soon as he catches my eye, he jerks his head back to face forward… and then a few seconds later it starts over again. The furtive glances, the irritating drip of his emotions—concern, guilt, fear, and something else—it’s all feeding into my anger.  
“What?” I finally snap, throwing my hands up. “Are you waiting for me to do tricks or something?”
At least Rym has the decency to blush. “No… I wanted to apologize for what I said before. Obviously, you have also struggled with what happened and—”
“Let’s not talk about this.” I cross my arms over my chest and turn away to look out the window over Flint’s shoulder, my mental walls firmly back in place. “I’m here for Lir’s explanation, nothing else. I don’t want your pity.”
The ship glides over the trees as the city comes into view. Surprisingly it doesn’t look that much different than it did the first time I showed up here. The buildings that were demolished in Vitrad’s manufactured “human” attack have been rebuilt, and everything’s just as shiny and perfect as it used to be.
The buildings grow in size as we approach, and I can tell there’s no longer an empty spot where Lir’s parents’ residence used to be. They’ve rebuilt the middle tower, and the center of the city looks almost exactly as it did before, three silver spires surrounding a large open area. With all that’s happened, with Vitrad’s warmongering, why would they bother rebuilding that? And how the hell did they do it so quickly?
I want to ask, the words are itching to climb my throat, but I stay silent. Bringing up that building will bring up other things I’m not ready to talk about—not ready to think about. And it might let the tiny seed of pity for my alien boy take root and grow into something that just might overcome my anger toward him. 
I need that anger. It’s the only thing protecting me right now.
With one hand I fiddle with my necklace, the familiar slide of the cool metal against the pad of my thumb comforting me. I close my eyes, release a quiet breath to clear my mind, and block out the ship— and the people— around me. I let my mind drift and pick up on the bright red thread of my connection to Jace. Might as well check on him and let him know what’s going on.
I float easily along the connection and brush against his mind. He sends an answering playful swat, so I know he’s aware of my presence. We haven’t tried any distance tests yet as we’ve hardly been more than fifty feet from one another lately, but it seems to be working just fine. What kind of range do the E’rikon have?
Range? Why do you care about range? My brother’s semi-confused voice asks in my head.
Oops. I hadn’t meant for that to slip through. No reason. Just checking in. How’s it going?
Pretty well. I mean, we haven’t gotten there yet. This truck is slow as hell.
Peter’s truck is a bit of a wreck. It moves, and it gets us from point A to point B if we need it, but Jace hates how it plods along. Plus, he never gets to drive it with his injured leg. He would love this ship though. Maybe… I’m going to try something.
I concentrate on the connection and pull. I’ve never had a problem getting to Jace, but I’ve never tried to bring him to me before, so it’s a bit of a shock when his consciousness comes barreling into mine. I’ve got some weird sort of double vision thing going on. There are two people in my head.
“What in the hell is going on?” I slam my hand over my mouth when it’s my brother’s voice instead of mine that exits from it. In my horror, I shove him out of my head and as far away as I can
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