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  Introduction


First of all thanks for purchasing this book. This is a love letter to the great Christian fiction of the past. That read like science fiction or fantasy. But pointed to The Messiah Jesus Christ of Nazareth. This is the start there will be more books to come from me. Also, in words of C.S. Lewis this is a suppose not a allegory. Meaning lets put our faith through a mythical science fiction filter and let our imaginations run wild. 
Also, I can promise you one thing this won't be the GAY Christian fiction that's been coming out over the years, but something more sincere.
Now that we've got that out the way. I do want to advise you to use the glossary, as there several governments that exist in this universe. An instead of breaking the flow. The glossary will explain without spoiling later plot threads. The same goes for the magic system or anything of note that I feel like needs to be defined outside of the story.
Now to the ten people who read my poetry book The Prophet's cave. I apologize for taking so long to finish this book. I promise the next won't take multiple years. Also, please follow me on social media and subscribe to my email list:
www.wisemansilvertongue.com
https://www.instagram.com/wisemansilvertongue/
Also, last thing don't forget to leave a brutally honest review, on whatever platform you bought this book on. I read them all, so I know how to improve for the next one. 
Enjoy!






  
  Prologue


The energies unleashed by the two titans could have ruptured the fabric of the universe itself, had not their mastery over the primal forces been absolute. Where solar brilliance met void’s embrace, the collision spilled radiation in orchestrated patterns—noble, terrifying, and beautiful. Planets in the crossfire birthed living forests from their rock, while orbits realigned like the flick of a wrist. Every cosmic shudder pulsed out from the center of the fray. 
At a prudent distance, the hospital ship Pentecost, trailing behind the armada’s flagship, floated like an ironclad flower. Its reinforced viewports buzzed with the faces of wounded veterans and young recruits alike. Some had lost limbs to the shadow spikes of Hell’s vanguard; others wore bandages glowing faintly with nano-woven healing serum. A boy whose cheek had been half-vaporized pressed a trembling palm to the glass. Before his eyes, his missing teeth and the edge of his tongue regrew, as the rainbow wave of fusion and void swept through the hull and catalyzed the ship’s ambient healing field. Around him, the juvenile ward cheered—laughter mingling with awed, superstitious reverence—while elsewhere, the medical crew took silent note of every anomaly.
On the bridge of the flagship, officers clustered at the main array. The display mapped energy signatures in blinding arcs—chartreuse for solar, amethyst for void. “At this rate, they’ll rip through the local cluster,” grunted Lieutenant Balfour, grizzled and unamused, a blue vein beating at his temple. “I recommend we spool up the gravity anchors,” he added. But the Admiral waved him off.
“Don’t be dense,” Admiral Peran said with her usual chill. “The spectacle is the point. Let them have it. The crew needs hope more than caution.” She settled into her seat, iron-bunned hair unmoved by the strains and alarms of the command deck. Her pale knuckles relaxed minutely as she watched the duel unfold.
In the remote heart of the action, the two warriors—one resplendent in a cloak of rippling daylight, the other veiled in the stitched tatters of cosmic night—continued their celestial waltz. Their blows could have sundered planets, but they curbed their force with supernatural precision, intent on spectacle and celebration rather than extinction. In the absence of air, every impact sang silent, yet the ripple effect could be seen in the lensing of distant starlight. 
Nightfall’s armor was a functional piece of art—gunmetal molded over jet-black skin, etched with the filigree of a thousand dead languages. The man who wore it, had fought in the war since it began. His laughter, even in the void, was infectious—he relished every exchange, every flash of pain and pleasure. His opposite, Daybreak burned with the disciplined precision of a master fencer. His white armor caught and reflected every flicker, amplifying his golden aura so that he appeared twice overlaid, as if indecision could not exist in him.
They moved with clockwork familiarity: a feint, a parry, a mutual nod of respect before the next feint. At one juncture, Nightfall allowed Daybreak to hurl him into the gravitational field of a nearby planetoid. He spun, landed feet-first, and the shockwave of his arrival sculpted a new equatorial ridge. Moments later, the raw energies of their clash began transforming the planet’s bleak crust—the very atmosphere thickened, and where the energy particles diffused, mosses and cyanobacteria sprang to life. Nightfall left a heelprint in the blossoming green as he soared back into orbit.
Daybreak caught him mid-arc, compressing the singularity at the core of his axe to land a blow that should have atomized his foe. Instead, Nightfall rolled with the punch, converting kinetic force into a aura of darkness, and returned the favor by distorting space behind Daybreak, catching him in a looped echo just long enough to land a solid, friendly headbutt. At the touch of their helms, the area between them crystallized with a brief, impossible frost, then combusted in a illumination of multicolored light. 
Cameras from the flagship caught every instant, broadcasting it on the communal screens of a thousand ships, a floating city’s worth of refugees and soldiers crammed into every habitable nook. On deck floors sticky with recycled air and spilled protein rations, people stomped and shouted and shook their heads in wonder. In a cramped service corridor, a pair of engineers placed illegal wagers on how many cycles the duel would last. “Five more, and then Daybreak pins him,” one whispered, passing a chit to her friend. “Not if Nightfall pulls his classic time-step,” the other replied, grinning through a mouthful of freeze-dried noodles.
Back in the command dome, a soft chime announced the presence of Captain Yamato. Every head snapped to attention—every uniformed back straightened. Only the Admiral seemed unphased by the change in atmosphere, nodding her greeting as Yamato strode onto the deck. Despite barely clearing five foot six, the Captain exuded an intensity that burned off any thought of disrespect. His uniform was immaculate—epaulettes shining, boots reflecting every overhead glow—and he possessed the rare ability to radiate warmth and authority at the same time.
The Joyful Matriarch Keisha followed, moving with such grace she seemed to float rather than walk. Her ceremonial white robes—embedded with delicate circuitry that illuminated her movements with each step—accentuated her dark skin and powerful figure. Silver-tipped blonde dreadlocks framed her face like a corona, seeming to respond to the energy of the conflict around them, rising slightly as if charged by an invisible current.
“Report.” Keisha’s voice was gentle but cut through the burble of the bridge.
Yamato hesitated for a split-second—the blessing of the Joyful Maiden was both promise and warning—but then allowed himself a faint chuckle. “You’re a rare sight off the med decks, Matriarch Keisha. Enjoying the display?” A flash of teeth, a twitch of the eyebrow—he was always laying down openings for humor, afraid that without levity the war would crush him.
Keisha regarded him, eyes iridescent. “I never tire of miracles. Especially the ones on the edge of disaster.” She shifted her gaze to the live feed. “But the time for showmanship ends soon. If the incursions resume, do we have a strike team ready?”
Yamato nodded. “As we speak. I hand-picked the entire unit from the survivors of the Cairo Salient.” He glanced back at the main screen, where Daybreak and Nightfall now tore through the upper layers of a gas giant, every blow distilling a new, impossible element from the clouds. “But I’ll need your blessings to keep the seams from unraveling.”
Keisha placed a palm over her heart. “Always, Captain. And you must let me ease your condition. The tension in your stomach is visible—your body cannot lead if you do not first heal yourself.”
Yamato colored, but nodded. “After the mission. I promise.” 
Keisha’s lips curved in a knowing smile. “Men. Even after ten centuries, some things never change.”
On the bridge, as if on cue, the lead science officer reported: “Unusual matter output at Quadrant L7. The warriors are approaching recorded maximums. Recommend deploying energy sinks to the observation wing.” 
Admiral Peran flicked her wrist. “Granted. But don’t lose the feed.” She leaned back, relaxing as the transmissions refocused on the battle’s heart.
In a sudden shift of choreography, Daybreak and Nightfall now danced atop the impossible ice rings of an ancient world. Each impact of their feet set off reverberations, the ice fracturing along dazzling geometric patterns, the debris quickly catching in the planet’s gravitational ballet. Around them, the sky was a wildfire of color as volatile gases combusted along the lines of force created by the duel.
They paused, breathing hard—not out of exhaustion, but in pure appreciation for the moment’s artistry. They stretched, mirroring each other’s graceful, almost feline postures, a mutual respect woven into every motion.
“Let’s give them a grand finale,” Daybreak called out, invoking a war axe whose blade shimmered with the spectral colors of a thousand dawns. He charged. Nightfall only smiled—the devil’s own grin—and flickered aside just as the axe came down, turning the bedrock to vapor.
Nightfall landed in a crouch, his feet gouging twin furrows through the frozen carbon. With a lazy, almost mocking gesture, he summoned twin shields over his arms—violet and black, forged from the memory of all the nights he’d ever known. “One last round?” he offered.
The two launched at each other, colliding midair. The force of the impact, though checked a hundredfold, was enough to split the planet’s crust, sending a ring of molten light surging out for millions of kilometers. On the ships, the crews gasped, some crossing themselves out of old superstition, others high-fiving with childlike abandon.
Below, the newly born world stabilized in its new shape, the impact of their combat seeding it with nascent energy. The ice rings, fragmented by their struggle, began to attract and condense atmosphere. The intricate interplay of their powers, rather than wrecking the system, had given it a new, more complex harmony. For the briefest instant, both warriors sensed it—a kind of shared pride in creation.
Above all, the duel was a work of joy. For all their power, and all the weight they carried, the two men had always shared this ritual: the chance to express, to release, to remember they were not just tools of war. They were living, breathing, laughing friends.
As they fell toward the surface, the two circled each other, picking up little comets of debris and hurling them playfully. “You’re still holding back,” Nightfall accused, delight clear in his tone.
“Better than blowing the system apart and giving the Admiral a meltdown,” Daybreak replied.
“Excuses, always excuses. If you’d just let loose—”
“We’d both end up in a singularity, and you hate those,” Daybreak teased, sidestepping a luminous fist.
“Only when you make them,” Nightfall shot back. They feinted, dodged, and then choreographed a simultaneous punch, the force leveling a shallow valley beneath them. 
The laughter started as a low chuckle, but soon they were laughing in earnest—full-throated, genuine, ringing out across the vacuum in a resonance that made nearby satellites quiver. They let themselves tumble to the ground, the ceremonial armor hissing as it vented excess energy. Still laughing, they deactivated their helms in perfect synchrony.
Their helmets slid back into the collars of their suits, segments clicking together like puzzle pieces. Nightfall's face caught the light—dark brown skin stretched over knife-edge cheekbones, crisscrossed with old battle marks. His eyes shifted hue as he spoke, one moment amber, the next a deep violet. Beside him, Daybreak's pale complexion seemed almost luminous by contrast, gentler in its contours but etched with crow's feet and smile lines that had weathered countless storms.
They embraced—awkwardly at first, then with the easy warmth only possible between old friends. They stood there, broken world beneath them, cosmos reeling above, laughter echoed in the crystalline air as the two warriors caught their breath and the next round of joy set in.
“You look like hell,” Daybreak joked as he clapped Nightfall on the back.
Nightfall grinned, showing a missing tooth that was already regrowing. “Speak for yourself,” he replied. “You called that a grand finale? I was expecting a lightshow, not a pillow fight.”
Daybreak raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “Didn’t want to embarrass you. Again.”
They both laughed, shaking their heads. “Next round, I pick the venue,” Nightfall said, wiping a smear of icor from his chin.
“You always do,” Daybreak replied, his tone fond. He glanced up, and his eyes flickered in the direction of the warship. “Looks like they’re watching. Time to go greet the crowd.”
“Race you there?” Nightfall’s smile turned sly.
Daybreak nodded. “Loser buys the first round in the med bay.”
“Deal.”
With a mutual nod, they took off, streaking toward the flagship, bodies and spirits lighter than when they began.






  
  Chapter 1
Act 1-Heartache and Healing


Eiran’s feet smacked the stone and dirt as he tore his way down the back path, his eyes already welling as he ran. He clutched his left arm to his chest, sleeve torn and sticky with blood, small pebbles embedded in the skin where he'd skidded in the fall. He didn’t want to cry, but it was impossible not to. Every step he took, the pain in his knee sharpened, hot and fresh, and his head throbbed from the echoing, mocking laughter of his siblings behind him. At least here, at the edge of the Hive Family compound, the others wouldn’t see him. 
He rounded the corner of the low garden wall, nearly colliding with Uncle Lynnell, who was seated low on a bench with his nose buried in some kind of glowing tile. He looked up, blinked at Eiran’s state, and immediately closed the device. “C’mere, Eiran,” he called in that gentle gruff way that always made Eiran want to hide his face and run to him at the same time.
Eiran tried to stifle his sobs but couldn’t. He stumbled to his uncle and dropped onto the bench beside him, clutching his knee. Blood trickled down the shin. Lynnell let him sit for a minute before putting a hand on his shoulder, rubbing slow, comforting circles. After a bit, the pain had dulled enough for Eiran to find his voice.
“They did it again,” he choked out. “They called me names and said I was a weirdo. Why do they do that? Why—” He had to swallow a mouthful of snot and tears. “Why do they hate me? What did I do wrong? Is there really something wrong with me?”
Lynnell sighed, deep and sad, but his face didn’t show disappointment. Instead, there was a crinkle around his eyes that made Eiran think of the old cartoons, when the old bear would give the little bear a hug after a bad day. “They don’t hate you,” Lynnell said. “They’re just jealous, because you’re different.”
“Jealous,” Eiran repeated, incredulous. “Of what?”
“Of this.” Lynnell tapped Eiran’s temple and then his heart. “You’re smart. You care about things. You’re not like the others, and that scares them. When people get scared, they can get mean. But it’s not your fault, Little Bear. Not even a little bit.”
Eiran sniffled and tried to blink away the tears. “Could you fix my knee?”
“I’d be happy to.” Lynnell reached into his shoulder bag and produced a small first-aid kit. With practiced hands, he unwrapped Eiran’s pant leg and gently dabbed away the blood with a pad soaked in cool water. “You know, when I was your age, I lost a fight to a poppy bush. Couldn’t sit for a week.”
Eiran managed the ghost of a smile. “Did it call you a freak?”
“No, but your grandfather did when he saw my hair after it got caught in the thorns. I looked like I’d stuck my head in a blender.”
They both laughed, though Eiran’s was cut short by the sting of the antiseptic. “You had hair?”.
“Yes, I use to have hair”, they both laugh.
Lynnell finished cleaning the scrape, then sprayed it with a fine cooling mist that turned to soft foam on contact. “You’re going to be okay,” he said. “But if you ever want to talk, I’m here, alright?”
Eiran nodded, but before he could say anything more, the air behind his uncle grew cold and tight, as though a window had been opened to let all the warmth out of the world. Eiran felt a shiver run down his spine. He turned his gaze from the ground to the shifting shadow behind Lynnell—a shape, taller than a man, with black, roiling smoke for a body and void where the face should be. The air tasted of metal and mildew.
The shadow leaned down, or seemed to, and spoke in a voice that was both a whisper and a scream. “Do you really think he loves you, Eiran?” it said. Its words slithered through Eiran’s mind, bypassing his ears entirely. “He just tells you what you want to hear. He’s not your father, and you’ll never be his real son.”
Eiran wanted to pull away, but he was pinned by its gaze—all black, all empty. He tried to steady his breathing, tried not to let the tears start again. “Uncle Lynnell loves me,” he said, as much to himself as to the shadow. “He says so. And he’s here.”
The shadow’s laughter was a rustle of dead leaves. “Not for long,” it said. “He’ll leave you, too, just like the others. Just like your brother’s.” The shadow unfurled its arms, stretching around him, and Eiran squeezed his eyes shut.
“Shut up,” he hissed, but he couldn’t make the words louder than a whisper.
“What was that?” Lynnell asked, looking up from the bandage.
Eiran opened his eyes. The shadow was gone; just the faint outline of a cloud clung to the wall. “Nothing,” he said, voice small. “I was just… It still hurts.”
Lynnell gave him a searching look, then nodded. “Let me tell you a story.” The way he said it, Eiran knew it was part comfort, part secret transmission. “A story about Nightfall and Daybreak.”
Eiran wiped his nose and settled in, letting his feet dangle off the edge of the bench. “Is it a real story or one you made up?”
“It’s both,” said Lynnell, eyes bright. “There’s a real legend, but the best stories get a little bit changed every time they’re told. This one’s about the Thousand Year war A long, long time ago, before the colonies, before even the oldest humans, there was a war that stretched across the galaxy. They called it an Incursion—because hells armies came through gates disrupting the natural order. An laying waste to everything in their path.”
Eiran liked the way his uncle told stories: not stiff and grand like the teachers, but like a friend sliding up next to you on the playground, ready to share a secret. “Most people think the bad guys were just monsters,” Lynnell went on. “But the true terror was something called the Princes of Hell. They weren’t just creatures—they were ideas, alive, passed from one host to another. They turned people against each other, made them believe lies so big you couldn’t see around them.”
“Like what?” Eiran asked, his pain momentarily forgotten.
“Like that you were worthless. That your family didn’t care. That you didn’t belong.” The words hung heavy in the air. Even the little fountain in the garden seemed to hush for a moment.
“So what did the good guys do?” Eiran asked.
“Well, the resistance was small. The enemy was everywhere. But there were two men who did what nobody else had the guts to do. They went to the extremes. One traveled to a star’s heart, the other into the center of a black hole. When they came back, they weren’t men anymore: they were Daybreak and Nightfall. Daybreak could bend light and heat. Nightfall could make you forget he was ever there.”
Eiran shivered, but didn’t look away.
“They fought the Princes of Hell,” Lynnell continued, “and the legend says the battle tore holes in the galaxy big enough to swallow whole systems. In the end, Daybreak sealed the gates to Hell and Nightfall guarded them—forever. Nobody knows what happened to them after, but their sacrifice kept the darkness from swallowing us all.”
Lynnell finished wrapping Eiran’s knee and gave it an experimental pat. “Sometimes, you have to be the one who holds the line,” he said. “Even if it hurts, even if nobody sees or remembers. You do it because you know it’s right. That’s what makes you different, Little Bear. That’s why you’re special.”
Eiran found he didn’t want to cry anymore, even though the shadow still lingered at the edge of his vision. “Do you think Daybreak and Nightfall were friends?” he asked.
Lynnell smiled. “I think they were brothers in all the ways that matter. Like us.”
Before Eiran could respond, a sharp trill sounded from Lynnell’s slate. He frowned at the message and ruffled Eiran’s hair. “Got to run, kiddo. Don’t forget to check in with your grandmother Jerry. She worries.” He stood, slinging the bag over his shoulder. “And remember—next time, don’t let those knuckleheads get you down. You’re made of stronger stuff.”
Eiran watched him go, feeling strangely lighter. But as the footsteps faded, the garden seemed to grow larger, emptier. He realized with a start that the shadow was back, curling behind the nearest pillar.
The shadow's voice dripped with false concern. "Feeling all warm and cozy from that little fairy tale?"
Eiran turned away and pressed his lips together. He knew better than to talk to it when people were around, but now… now there was nobody watching. “Yes,” he said, surprising even himself. “It did.”
The shadow’s form flickered, uncertain for a second. “He only says those things because he has to.”
Eiran shrugged. “Maybe. But at least he says them.”
The shadow drew closer. “He won’t always be here,” it whispered. “Then what?”
Eiran looked down at his bandaged knee, then up at the cloudless sky. “I guess I’ll just have to get stronger,” he said softly.
The shadow recoiled, as if burned. “You will be alone,” it hissed, retreating along the wall until it faded entirely.
The garden was silent again, except for the hiss of sprinklers and far-off, echoing laughter from the house.
Eiran sat for a while, letting the light and the silence soak into him. Eventually, his stomach told him it was almost dinner, and he ought to go see Grandmother Jerry like his uncle said. But instead, he wandered. Past the edge of the garden, over the rocks lining the little ornamental stream, through the maze of fruit trees and old-rotting driftwood sculptures that filled the far end of the compound. His favorite spot was an ancient apple tree, hollow in the middle, but still alive and gnarled, with thick limbs you could climb all the way to the top.
He checked over his shoulder before scrambling up, making sure none of his siblings were lurking. The coast was clear. He gripped the bark and hauled himself up, ignoring the sting in his knee. At the third fork, he settled into a crook of the branch, where he could see the whole compound—the mansion, the pool, and the garden below.
For a while, Eiran just sat, breathing in the sharp, sweet smell of apple blossoms and the distant whiff of chlorine from the pool. Up here, the shadow didn’t bother him. Even the pain in his knee was muted, as if nature itself had cast a protective spell.
He thought about the story. About Daybreak and Nightfall, about brothers and sacrifice, and holding the line even when nobody saw or cared. He wondered if they’d been scared, if they’d ever wanted to run away from everything and hide in a tree until the world forgot about them. He wondered if they’d ever felt unwanted, or strange, or broken.
He wondered if maybe they’d gotten strong not because they were never afraid—but because they were afraid, and did it anyway.
The breeze ruffled his hair like a friendly hand. He let himself relax against the branch, feeling the rough bark press into the back of his neck.
“Can I really be that strong?” he asked the air, or maybe the tree, or maybe just himself. “Can I protect the ones who get hurt? Even if nobody believes I can?”
He wasn’t expecting an answer. But in the silence that followed, the wind picked up, and the leaves shimmered, scattering flecks of golden sunlight onto his lap. A single apple, not quite ripe, dropped from the branch above and thunked gently onto his shoulder. He laughed, surprised, and took a bite. It was tart and cold.
He was about to take another bite when he heard the faintest rustle above him. Eiran looked up through the branches, squinting into the shifting green and gold. At first, he thought it was just a bird, but then he saw two eyes, wide and unblinking, reflecting the sunlight in a way that birds never could. But it suddenly disappeared moving just out of sight.
It was a cat—or something like a cat, but not exactly. Black fur, so shiny it looked almost wet. Long, needle-thin antennae sprouted from its temples, twitching as it stared him down. Its mouth wasn’t a normal cat’s, either: it split in the middle, opening into a double row of sharp, blue-tinged teeth. The gums were the deepest indigo he had ever seen.
The creature didn’t hiss or move. It simply watched, perfectly still, and Eiran was completely unaware of it following him. 
He clutched the apple tighter. He thought of Daybreak and Nightfall, of bravery and fear, of how sometimes you just had to hold the line, even if nobody was there to see you do it.
Eiran let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. He looked at the apple in his hand, took another bite, and smiled.
Maybe, he thought, the world wasn’t as scary as it seemed. Maybe he wasn’t, either.
He sat there a while longer, eating his apple and watching the sun sink behind the roofline. The shadows grew long and purple, but they didn’t frighten him now. He wondered if Uncle Lynnell was home yet, if Grandmother Jerry had started dinner, if the others would even notice he’d been gone.
Probably not.
After a while, he climbed down carefully, dropping to the ground with a soft thud. Behind him, the trees rustled gently in the wind, and for just a moment, he thought he saw the shadow watching him, arms folded, almost… impressed.
Eiran rolled his eyes and brushed the dirt off his hands. “Not today,” he whispered.
He headed in the opposite direction, away from the house, down the old garden path and toward the creek, where the water was always cold and the air was always fresh.
He didn’t notice that the cat-beast was following, silent and unseen, antennae flicking, eyes narrowed and hungry.






  
  Chapter 2
The Dark Arrival


Aheavy hush falls over the low-ceilinged chamber as a tall, dark-skinned man with a barrel chest and generous belly strides through the doorway. His midnight-blue suit—cut to emphasize broad shoulders and cinched at the waist—gleams under the amber lantern light. At his entrance the assembled crowd parts like the Red Sea, revealing polished oxfords and gleaming cufflinks. He inclines his head sharply and commands in a velvet baritone, “Bring him in here.” 
Two hulking mercenaries, their gleaming armor scored with battle scars, drag a broken figure into the center of the room. The newcomer is an Arachnoid—his lithe humanoid frame crossed with spiderlike angles. Four sinewy arms remain; two more stumps drip dark ichor onto the stone floor. Mottled purple carapace peeks from the tattered remains of his tunic, and coarse russet fuzz dusts his shoulders. He sways on unsteady legs, eyes glossy with pain.
The man in the suit—Zell—hovers over him, all predatory height and unbroken confidence. “Yone,” he snarls, voice like gravel under pressure. “How dare you bite the hand that feeds you? Have I not been good to you all these years?” Without warning he grips one of Yone’s remaining arms and hoists him aloft, dangling him like a rag-doll. Yone’s segmented limbs twitch; his face twists in agony. With a contemptuous snap Zell hurls him to the floor. The Arachnoid ricochets off the stone with a sickening thud, every joint jarred by the impact.
From the ground Yone croaks, voice parched and ragged, “Z–ell… Patience have, for I… Yes. Young ones I have.” His exoskeleton trembles. The brown fuzz around his neck catches the weak lantern glow, contrasting with the deep purple shell beneath.
Zell kneels and, with a cruel flourish, pours a fine mist of fuel over Yone’s torso. The mercenaries step back as Zell ignites a flare. The flames burst to life in brilliant blue tongues, devouring the coarse fur before licking at his shell. Yone’s lips part in a silent scream; the armored carapace absorbs the worst of the heat, steam hissing as chitin cracks. The ghostly azure blaze casts hellish highlights across Zell’s face—half-human flesh, half-polished chrome where his right eye and orbital bone have been replaced by circuitry. The mechanical iris rotates, scanning Yone for a fading life signature.
Zell’s voice softens to a chilling whisper. “I have children, too.” He straightens, pulling Yone’s gaze. “But you didn’t hesitate to sell us out—knowing I would move heaven and earth for you and yours.” He rises, hands clasped behind his back, broad chest thrown forward. The tailored jacket strains over muscles that could drive a freight cart. “You could’ve told me they had leverage over you.” His callused fingers rub an invisible stain from his palms. He turns back to the broken alien. “Don’t worry—I’ll tell them you died in a shoot-out. I’ll even send funds for your offspring to start anew in GDR space. I’ll make it quick.”
With that, Zell extracts a slim, intricately designed plasma pistol from an inside pocket, its platinum-alloy casing etched with ancient Terran symbols that catch the light. The muzzle emits a near-silent hum and bathes Yone's chitinous face in a sickly blue glow as Zell presses it against the cluster of sensory nodes at the center of the Arachnoid's forehead. One press of his manicured thumb, one ghostly "click" like distant bones snapping, and the creature's eight amber eyes flicker out in sequence—left to right, top to bottom—like failing circuit lights. Yone's segmented limbs twitch once, twice, then his exoskeletal body goes slack, folding in on itself like a collapsing tent. Silence falls, heavy as radiation fog on a winter morning.
Zell flicks a glance toward his brother, Demetrius, who stands in uniformed rank at the back. “Make sure Eiran doesn’t see you move the body. And find a mortician worthy of his name—dress him for a proper funeral. The least he deserves.” Demetrius nods once and pivots, melting into the shadows.
Zell raises his hand in one smooth arc, his gold signet ring catching the harsh overhead lights. From unseen vents the walls hiss like angry serpents, and iridescent blue foam gel oozes across the polished obsidian floor, spreading in tendrils that devour every trace of the confrontation. Two workers in matching gray jumpsuits seize the limp form of Yone, his bloodied face slack and unnaturally pale as they lift him with the practiced gentleness of men who have done this many times before. The gel dissolves crimson stains and black soot, leaving nothing but pristine surfaces in its wake. The crowd disperses in tense silence, eyes downcast, shoulders hunched, while Zell strides through the reinforced titanium door, the muscles in his jaw clenched tight enough to crack walnuts.
Out on the tropical terrace beyond the rustic room, heat haze blurs distant launch bays. Starships ignite their plasma engines, streaking skyward above palm fronds. Guards flank Zell as he passes polished hangar doors, moving toward an opulent office trimmed in black lacquer and molten gold.
Inside, Zell eases into a high-backed chair behind a walnut desk inset with holographic projectors. He flicks a switch, and a shimmering image materializes: a silver-haired man with chiseled features, clad in an open-collar suit that hints at both casual ease and lethal precision. “Zell, the problem we discussed has been handled,” the ghostly figure intones.
Zell inclines his head in a curt nod. He uncorks a vintage red, swirls a glass to release its smoky bouquet, and draws a slow plume from his cigar. “Good,” he purrs. “I’m still negotiating with The Enclave. Cassandra’s ship touches down in three cycles—keep an eye on the port.”
The hologram stiffens. “Update me on the current situation.”
Zell perches on the edge of the desk, one boot dangling. “We had to cull the herd after a runner spilled our cover. The Revenant have turned one of your own, and the usual back-stabbing never stops.” He pauses, eyes narrowing. “We may be staring down a war.”
“Make contact with Madame Serphina,” the projection advises, swirling wine in his own glass. “She’s our ace against The Revenant. Remember, though we’re both human and occupy seats at this table, the other factions still see us as… beneath them. Serphina, not human herself, holds sway—and after her fallout with Draven, it’s our duty to protect her establishments.”
Zell strolls around the desk, fingers brushing the gleaming surface. “She can manipulate Draven, pressuring him to rein in The Revenant. Her intel brokerage alone could defuse this war before it ignites.”
Across vast distances of data and subspace chatter, Don Falcon nods in the shimmering projection. For the next quarter-hour, they dissect proxy wars in Veridian, skirmishes in Zeta-9, and plans to outmaneuver the Technocratic Union. Zell issues commands, voice cool and practiced, his mind spinning a web of black-market alliances and illicit trades.
At last Don Falcon's holographic features soften. "A personal matter, if I may."
With a fluid gesture, Zell dismisses his guards. Their synchronized footfalls fade into silence. He leans toward the projection, cybernetic eye whirring as it adjusts focus.
"Your children and Nefertari—all well?" Don Falcon's lips curve upward, an expression rarely seen on that calculating face.
Zell swirls the remaining wine. "The usual chaos. We'll speak of it when business concludes." He drains his glass in one practiced motion.
Rising to his full height, Zell adjusts his tailored lapels. Don Falcon nods, the momentary warmth receding. "To the urgent matters, then. And remember—" the hologram flickers as he shifts position, "—the bathhouse meeting upon my arrival cannot be postponed."






  
  Chapter 3
Bathhouse Conversations


Zell sank into the warm marble alcove of the bathhouse, steam curling around his bare shoulders like drifting mist. His security detail—four silent figures clad in dark leathers—stood sentinel along the polished stone walls. The damp fabric of his robe clung to well-honed muscles that normally hid beneath tailored suits. He rested his hands on his belly—still pronounced despite every effort—and murmured, “I need to lose weight.” Across the cobalt-tinted water, pinkish with a fine, algae-like film, Zell watched for Don Falcon, the feared Number One of the Millennium Organization. Though Falcon’s reputation was forged in countless battles, within the inner circle he was also a patient mentor, a father figure to those who’d earned his trust. 
A low rumble rolled through the vaulted chamber as massive stone doors parted. Falcon strode in, flanked by his own guards, their footsteps echoing against frescoed walls. When he spotted Zell, a broad grin split his face, revealing teeth so white they gleamed in the shifting lamplight. “Great to see you,” he called, waving his team aside to form a cordon around the bath’s edge. Some perched on high stools at the marble bar; others settled on benches draped in woven reeds.  
Falcon’s voice carried easily over the soft hum of enzymatic currents. “Things are going well. As Number Two, you’ve cemented peace with the GDR, begun Technocratic Union contracts for their covert ops, and you—” he paused, amused “—somehow convinced the Merchant Consortium to entrust us with uncharted trade routes. And that Shyra Kalyon black-market deal—you’ve outdone yourself. No one from their realm deals with outsiders, let alone humans who aren’t paracasual users. But enough business—how’s the family?”  
Zell shifted, letting the tepid water lap at his chest as he described life at home. His youngest, Eiran, was bright as a morning star—full of jokes, questions, ceaseless curiosity. His eldest, Booker, had blossomed into a shrewd manager, helping oversee Zell’s legitimate front-company ventures. A sharp pang of longing gripped him—he’d watched too many moments pass without him.  
“Zell, you all right?” Falcon’s tone snapped him back. A soft hum rose from the bath as they swept the water aside; the algae-enzyme clung to their skin, dissolving dead cells and easing muscle aches.  
Nearby, a Xurmier—one of the planet’s sound-sensing, scent-driven natives—glided forward with fresh towels. Without visual receptors, the creature “saw” them through echolocation and magnetic resonance; its voice was a low ripple in the air as it set the linens down before vanishing behind carved statues.  
Zell inhaled the sweet mineral scent of the towels, and his voice caught. “When I look at Eiran, I can’t help but think of how my mother had children by strangers… and I’m missing him grow up. I—sometimes I blame myself.”  
Falcon drifted closer, the lantern light dancing in his weathered eyes. “Your sons know comfort because you built it. We all miss moments—life’s like that. But a man’s duty is to provide and protect, and you’ve done both brilliantly.” He glanced vaultward, as if addressing unseen judges. “Here in the Millennium, we watch each other’s backs. We play by kill-or-be-killed rules, but it’s always us versus the world, not us versus each other.”  
A hush settled. Falcon’s voice lowered, smooth as spun silk. “But I know that isn’t why you called this summit. What do you have brewing up there?” He tapped his temple, eyebrows raised.  
Zell exhaled. “We both know I’m close to paying for my freedom—and my men’s. But as you warned, there’s one final task before I can walk away.” His words drew the room cold with tension.  
Something cold flashed behind Falcon's gaze. "Men like us don't retire, Zell. They vanish. Or they're found floating in the rings of some backwater moon." He leaned forward, droplets sliding from his shoulders into the water. "I'll speak to the Council, but understand what you're asking." His voice dropped to a whisper as he pronounced each word with deliberate precision: "Zell. Hive. Senior."
Leaning back, Falcon lifted a goblet of amber liquid that caught the torchlight. It smelled of honey and sour citrus, with a faint floral tail. “Why do you want out so badly? Your name echoes fear across three sectors. They call you…” He sipped, letting the thick nectar coat his tongue.  
Zell’s jaw clenched. “You know I hate that name.”  
“The Smiling Spider—once you’re in his web, it’s too late,” Falcon murmured, tracing the rim of his glass. “Still don’t know how you slipped past GDR enforcers, or that UCAC surplus transfer.”  
Zell stared at his reflection in the rippling water, algae strands drifting around his fingers. “I don’t want Eiran raised in this world. He reminds me of something I used to have.” The enzyme-rich film undulated between his fingertips, softly exfoliating.  
Falcon leaned forward. “What’s that?”  
“Hope.” Zell’s voice was barely more than a whisper. “Ever since my wife’s miraculous recovery—”  
“Bitter woman,” Falcon cut in. “I never saw why you married her. Ophelia would’ve been better.”  
Zell’s eyes flashed. “Don’t speak of my wife that way.”  
Falcon's eyebrows arched momentarily before his expression mellowed. "I can't deny your devotion to her. Just don't mistake that miracle for divine intervention. Even the most impossible outcomes in this galaxy can be traced to someone's ledger."
Zell pushed himself upright, locking eyes with the mentor-general. “It wasn’t just her healing. It was what I saw in her—the same spark I see in Eiran now. Hope. I’ll do anything to keep it alive in him. To make him stronger than me, without staining his hands in blood.”  
Falcon regarded him in silence, ripples of steam rising as the bathhouse settled around them—two warriors bound by secrets, standing on the edge of a new future.






  
  Chapter 4
Eiran and the Blue Beast


The moment Eiran stepped into the dappled sunlight of the clearing, Blue—the enormous feline alien with sleek black fur streaked in iridescent cobalt—launched himself at him. Muscular haunches tensed, Blue’s mandibles split apart in a toothy grin as he slurped Eiran’s cheek in an ecstatic lick. Eiran laughed, breathless with joy. 
“Blue, I’ve missed you so much,” he gasped.  
“Climb on my back,” rumbled the alien pony-size cat, voice a low purr. “We have to see the others—and I’m starving.”  
With a deft leap, Eiran swung up onto Blue’s broad shoulders. In an instant they were racing along a narrow jungle trail, weaving between colossal ferns and mangrove roots. Sunlight streaked through the canopy in golden shafts, illuminating swarms of winged butterflies that fluttered in sparkling blue and orange clouds. Behind them, the shadowy specter that had been whispering in Eiran’s ear dissolved like mist carried off by the wind.  
“Hold on tight,” Blue warned, muscles rippling under glossy fur. They hurtled toward a yawning ravine, then soared in a single, seamless bound across moss-covered stone. Below, the family compound dwindled to a cluster of tiny huts. On the far side, a thunderous waterfall gushed into a jade-green pool, and a chorus of talking creatures gathered on the rocky shore.  
A towering gorilla—broad-shouldered and charcoal-furred—raced forward, scooped Eiran into his arms, and spun him around until his laughter rang out across the water. The clearing had been scraped free of undergrowth and arranged with roughly hewn benches of driftwood and a lean-to roof of woven banana leaves. As the gorilla tossed Eiran heavenward and caught him again, Blue bristled beside him.  
“Easy, now—don’t squish the human,” he growled playfully.  
Soon the others pressed in: a mutant butterfly with the gentle face of a golden retriever, antennae quivering, murmured, “My sweet little one, how you’ve grown!” A squat, spectacled bear-reptile shuffled up, clicking his tongue. “Heavens, at this age humans shoot up like bamboo. Though I still hope to beat you at that game…what do you call it? Chess!”  
They all chattered at once, voices overlapping in a warm, boisterous welcome. The gorilla waddled off—flippers of hair swaying—to return with a platter heaped high with glistening ants, dripping honey. Eiran’s eyes shone.  
“Is that…?” he squeaked.  
“Aye,” the gorilla grunted, setting the feast before him. “Dig in, little one.”  
Eiran scooped up handfuls of sticky insects, the sun still high as he savored every sweet, crunchy bite. Around him, the waterfall roared, dragonflies skimmed the surface, and laughter wove through the humid air.  
But as the sky shifted toward dusk, Blue padded silently to Eiran’s side and lowered his voice. “Time to head back, little one—the forest shadows grow long.”  
Eiran’s grin faded; he hugged his knees. “Do I have to?”  
Blue curled his tail around Eiran’s waist, his eyes soft. “We love you more than anything, but we can’t teach you how to be human. You have a family waiting for you.” He swept a paw toward the circle of creatures playing in the shallows. “We became family by chance—stranded or escaped experiments—long before your world’s walls went up. But your world—you belong there.”  
Eiran’s shoulders slumped. “My brothers don’t even like me.”  
Blue nudged him gently. “And your parents? Your sister, Zora?”  
Eiran stared at the mud between his toes, picking at his nails.  
“Come, little one. Your father will send men with boom sticks if you tarry.”  
Reluctantly, Eiran clambered onto Blue’s back. He waved a trembling goodbye to the chattering animals—wolf-butterflies, turtle-dragons, silver-finned fish calling greetings from the water. In a rush of sinewy grace, Blue burst into the treeline, vaulting branch to branch with Eiran clutching his neck. But as they neared the compound, a piercing cry of “Eiran!” split the air—followed by the rattling crack of gunfire.






  
  Chapter 5
Undercover Deals on Pokitaru


Zell Hive Sr. and Don Falcon sat across from each other at a low, glass-topped table, both dressed in tailored silks that managed the rare feat of appearing both indolently relaxed and, somehow, sharply menacing. The penthouse suite, perched atop the highest spire on the vacation planet Pokitaru, offered a panoramic view of the spaceport—its traffic patterns shifting like a living organism beneath the haze of the planet’s violet sky. Even inside, the pulse of the city was tangible, the distant hum of shuttles landing and departing a constant, soothing throb in the floor. 
Don Falcon, ever the traditionalist, had ordered a spread of food that would have qualified as an interplanetary incident in any other context: locally poached Malin prawns, a platter of raw sequined urchin, and a steak cut from some genetically resurrected Earth bovine. Zell, who had been raised on nutrient cubes and cheaper planetary fare, never failed to find the decadence both unsettling and irresistible.
“We have the ports on Zeta-9,” Zell announced, sawing through a thick slice of something that passed for meat but had the subtle aftertaste of ozone and crushed mint. He chewed thoughtfully, savoring the blend of familiarity and alien novelty. “Our people have the schedules, maintenance logs, even the biometric access. No one has a clue it’s us.”
Don Falcon nodded, picking at his plate with an idle precision, but his gaze was fixed on Zell. “Which means we’re playing both sides, as you suggested. Beautiful.” He lifted his glass and gave it a slow, deliberate swirl, letting the golden wine catch the overhead lights and refract them into tiny rainbows. “But you know this could tip into open conflict between the Black Hand and the Union, yes?”
Zell grinned—with his left eye, the cybernetic one, it looked more like a mechanical tic than an expression. “That’s the fun part. If either one takes the port, they’ll still need us. We’re embedded in the infrastructure, through that ‘legitimate’ company you set up. Even the Shadow Syndicate thinks we’re just muscle-for-hire, not the real asset. As long as the fighting’s contained, we can keep bleeding both sides and moving whatever we want through customs. Double-dipping the risk premium. That’s why you pay me the big credits.”
Don Falcon’s lips twitched into a smile, but his attention was already sliding to the next layer of the plan. He reached for a thin stick of bread, snapped it in half, and dabbed it in oil before speaking. “And what about the Union’s intelligence wing? You know they’ve been sniffing around for a counter-network. They’ll want to flip someone on the inside.”
Zell shrugged, wiping his mouth with a monogrammed napkin that probably cost more than his first hoverbike. “We put out a few decoys, maybe let them catch someone with a ‘confession’ if it looks like they’re getting close. But honestly, I’m more worried about the Black Hand. They’ve got half the local labor force on their payroll, and the other half would jump ship for a decent bump in hazard pay. All it would take is one loudmouth in the breakroom.”
Falcon leaned back, the leather of his chair sighing under the movement, and regarded Zell with an odd mix of affection and appraisal. “You always were good at this, Z. I remember when you were a kid, picking locks off my office door just to see if you could.” His voice softened, just enough for the compliment to carry weight. “Now you’re running rings around people who still think you’re just muscle with a fancy eye.”
Zell flushed at the memory—a rare show of vulnerability—but covered quickly by spearing a chunk of seafood and gesturing towards the window. “You ever think about just cashing in, Falcon? Letting go of all this?” The sweep of his hand took in the whole city, the worlds beyond, all of it.
“Sometimes,” Don admitted, “but then I remember who would move in if we stepped aside. I prefer the devil I know. Besides, you’re not off the hook yet. There’s still work to be done.” He raised his glass again, this time in a toast. Zell responded in kind, the two men sharing a brief, silent moment of understanding.
They turned, almost in unison, to the business at hand, voices dropping to a conspiratorial hush as they mapped out the shifting allegiances and double-crosses that defined life in the upper echelons of the Millennium. For an hour, their conversation wove between the personal and the professional—a story of two men whose destinies had been intertwined for so long that neither could remember a time without the other. Zell took notes on his implant, cross-referencing names and dates, while Don outlined a new plan for expanding their reach into the outer colonies.
At one point, Don Falcon paused, swirling his wine with the absent-minded grace of a man lost in thought. “What about The Enclave? They’re still licking their wounds from the last quarter’s crackdown. If we wanted to lure the Union into a trap, we could use the Enclave as bait.”
Zell’s grin returned, this time genuine. “I like it. We leak just enough data to make the Enclave look like they’re regrouping, let the Union overcommit their assets, and then sweep in through the backdoor. Clean, fast, and surgical.” He finished his own glass, feeling the glow of the alcohol and the exhilaration of the plot working in tandem.
Their meal wound down, the last of the plates whisked away by silent drones, and the room’s ambiance shifted from bright daylight to the smoky, blue-lit haze of evening. Outside, the city pulsed with anticipation—a living thing, waiting to see which of its masters would rule tomorrow.
Don Falcon got to his feet, smoothing the front of his robe, and offered Zell a hand up. “You know, if all this works out, I’ll actually miss you. You’ve been a better son than my own blood.”
Zell took the compliment in stride, but the words stung in a way he wouldn’t admit. “I’ll still be around, Don. I just—” He hesitated, searching for the right phrase. “I just need to make sure my family’s safe, that’s all. If things go south, I have to be able to walk away.”
Falcon studied him for a moment, then nodded. “You always do what’s necessary, Z. That’s why we’ve lasted this long.”
They walked side by side out onto the balcony, heads bowed together as they continued scheming well into the night. The city below them glittered with possibility and peril in equal measure. The moment felt almost tender—a fleeting respite in a lifetime of calculated betrayals and impossible choices.
As the evening waned and the deal was sealed, Zell excused himself and made his way back down through a series of shaded corridors and humming elevator tubes. He paused at the transport station, watching the sunset stain the sky a bruised orange, and felt the tension in his chest subside, if only for a moment.
He was already planning the next move, of course. He always was. But for now, as he keyed in the coordinates for home, Zell allowed himself to think of his children, their laughter, the chaos of family dinners, and the quiet understanding he shared with his wife. He wondered—briefly, wistfully—what life might have been had he chosen a different path.
But that was the nature of the game. There was always another move.
He stepped into the shuttle, settled into the seat, and as the doors hissed shut, Zell smiled to himself. He’d get back to his family soon. But first, there was a world to win.






  
  Chapter 6
Brothers Night Out


Saladin's voice boomed off the walls, echoing down the marbled hallway of the villa, “Tortoise hurry up, I'm trying to go get me some PUSSY!” He was already half-dressed for the night—shirt open to the navel, gold chain nestled against brown skin, a splash of cologne battling the sea-salt air that wafted through the open windows. His thick hair, just cut, was still sharp at the edges, and the custom-tinted shades made him look like a cross between a rapper and a high-end jewel thief. He was impatient, rolling his shoulders, flexing his arms, strutting past the indoor water garden where his father, Zell, had already retreated for his late morning cigar and 'business calls.' 
Somewhere behind Saladin, Zell Jr.—nicknamed 'Tortoise' since toddlerhood, a joke that stuck because, despite being older and smaller, he always took his time—emerged at last. He was a slender mirror image of Zell Senior, same height, maybe a shade lighter, hair styled meticulously, not a millimeter out of place. If Saladin was the party-starter, Tortoise was the closer—smooth, deliberate, always calculating two moves ahead. Tonight, he wore a lavender silk button-down tucked into fitted slacks, finishing the look with a muted platinum watch that caught the light only when he wanted it to.
“Little bear still with Uncle, right?” Tortoise asked, pausing just long enough in the foyer to adjust his cufflinks, one eye on the swirling tide pool where their baby brother was supposed to be learning to swim with Uncle Lynell. He wasn’t there but they didn’t bother to investigate.
“Yeah, yeah, don't worry about it, let’s go get us some women.” Saladin shot Tortoise a look over the rim of his sunglasses, eyebrows arched, the universal brotherly code for 'quit stalling.' Tortoise smirked, nodded, and shouldered his way out the door. The villa’s front steps descended into a riot of tropical foliage—alien ferns, violet moss, blossoms that glowed faintly even in the late morning. The air had that heady snap of ozone, the kind you only got on planets where the rain was regular and the gravity just a little forgiving.
They cut through the courtyard in synchronized stride, neither speaking, both lost in the ritual of chasing tail. The family hovercar waited at the curb, already idling, the interior pre-set to their preferred scent blend—lavender and mint, with undertones of cedar. Saladin slid into the front, Tortoise in the back for privacy. As they pulled onto the winding road that led out of the gated community, Tortoise thumbed through messages on his phone, firing off a last-minute update to his significant other.
“Bae, I’ll call you back in a minute. Let me finish going over this thing with my brother,” he purred into the little earpiece. There was a beat of silence, then a soft reciprocal, “Don’t get distracted by any alien groupies.” They exchanged a volley of smooching noises and dramatic farewells before Tortoise slipped off the call. Saladin, who had been glancing at the rearview mirror, couldn’t resist.
“What’s her name again, this week?” he teased, voice low.
“Same one for six months now. You’d know if you paid attention,” Tortoise shot back, but the edge in his voice was smoothed by pride. He was never above letting Saladin know when he was winning at something, even if it was monogamy.
The hovercar dipped through a forest corridor, the trees outside blurring in streaks of blue and green under the vehicle’s running lights. It was a short trip; the village at the base of the hill came up quick, a cluster of domes and low-slung buildings stitched together with string lights and the glow of lanterns. Their destination was the Gold Sector—a hybrid spa, lounge, and club that catered to the off-world elite and the locals who liked to watch them.
The inside was a masterclass in understated opulence. Earth tones, volcanic stone floors, waterfalls cascading behind the bar. The air shimmered with the scent of expensive liquor and the subtle charge of pheromone enhancers. Every patron looked like they’d stepped from a different planet: humans, near-humans, and outright exotics, all mixing in the hazy, gold-filtered light.
Saladin and Tortoise made their entrance with the confidence of men who had never been denied access to anything. Tortoise’s eyes scanned the room like a picking algorithm; Saladin just followed his gut, drifting near the dance floor. It took less than a minute for the first ripple to reach them—a pair of women at the bar, one with skin so vibrantly purple it cast its own reflection on the glass, the other tall and glacially pale, feathery markings radiating from her eyes.
Saladin made the approach with his signature lack of hesitation. “You must’ve been running through my dreams all day—like a rainbow on a Sunday in a hot place,” he said. The line was ancient, but the way he delivered it, with a lopsided grin and a deliberate flash of teeth, made it seem freshly minted.
The purple-skinned woman flicked her gaze to Tortoise, then back to Saladin. The feathers on her face flared, changing hue from blue to pink in a slow ripple. “You don’t have dreams,” she replied, voice thick with an accent Tortoise couldn’t place. “You just have ambitions.”
“I like to have both,” Saladin shot back, and it was game on.
The tall woman sidled up closer, her own feathers quivering in curiosity as she addressed Tortoise. “So, Zell, this is my girlfriend, Serenade. And I’m Nirvana.” She held out a hand, fingers tipped with silvery scales. Tortoise took it, letting the touch linger just a moment longer than necessary, and introduced himself with a practiced smile.
Within minutes, they’d commandeered a lounge table near the waterfall. The background music was provided by a local, telepathic jazz musician who played an instrument with no visible strings, coaxing both sound and shimmering lights from it with a series of gestures and micro-expressions. The club was busy but not overcrowded; enough bodies to make the air pulse, not enough to ruin the exclusivity vibe.
They ordered drinks—local spirits that tasted like grapefruit and gunpowder, plus a bottle for the table. Conversation flowed, the women volleying questions about where Saladin and Tortoise were from, what they did, and whether the rumors about their family were true. 
Tortoise, feeling the effect of the drink and the atmosphere, found himself drawn to Nirvana’s hands, the way she absently traced patterns along the rim of her glass. Her skin was impossibly smooth, and her eyes caught the light, reflecting pinwheels of gold.
“So, what brings you two here?” Tortoise asked, voice lowered just for her.
Nirvana leaned in mischievously, the barest hint of perfume wafting from her. “We like to see what the rich and reckless are up to. Sometimes they surprise.”
“Usually, they disappoint,” Serenade interjected, but her tone was playful, not biting. She and Saladin were at the far end of the semicircular couch, already in each other’s physical space, the air between them charged with mutual challenge.
Nirvana’s hand moved from her glass to Tortoise’s forearm, a light contact that sent a prickle up his spine. “Are you the reckless one, or the rich one?” she teased.
“I’m just the one who listens,” Tortoise replied, feeling himself relax even as his heart picked up speed.
Saladin, meanwhile, was locked in a sparring match of wit and innuendo with Serenade. She had a laugh like a zither string—high, metallic, and prone to sudden sharpness. When she teased him about his brother, Saladin leaned closer, dropped his voice, and whispered something that made her feathers flare bright orange. She gave him a playful shove, sending him sliding a good foot along the velvet cushion.
“I like a woman who can push me around,” Saladin said, righting himself without spilling his drink. The table howled, and even Tortoise couldn’t help but laugh.
The next hour blurred in a haze of drinks, music, and escalating flirtation. At some point, Nirvana leaned so close to Tortoise that her face was inches from his, her breath as cool as the waterfall behind them. “I want to show you something,” she whispered, and before he knew it, she’d caught his hand and was guiding him away from the table, down a side hallway lined with art made from pulsing crystals.
Saladin caught Tortoise’s eye as he left, shot him a salute, and turned his full attention to Serenade. “So, is it true what they say about your people?” he asked in a low voice, letting the innuendo hang.
“That depends on which thing you mean,” Serenade replied, her feathers glimmering with anticipation.
Back in the corridor, Nirvana stopped in front of a viewing alcove that overlooked the bay. The window was floor-to-ceiling, the sea a mirror for the planet’s twin moons. She pressed Tortoise’s hand to the glass, her own resting on top. “You know, Zell, not everyone who comes here wants to leave,” she said. “Some places change you.”
“Yeah,” Tortoise said, feeling the gravity of the moment, his usual composure slipping. “I can see that.”
She turned, her face solemn for a heartbeat, then smiled.





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Wiseman Silvertongue

THE FIRST
STEP ON-
"THE PATH

3 * \





OEBPS/images/995d1a7d-fa78-4b67-ad72-4e63bd8b3f35.png
\

HEALING
FONTAINE





OEBPS/images/16f41475-0546-4f55-b30f-fd24d18e775b.jpeg
Wiseman Silvertongue

THE FIRST

Unleash the poWe?'ﬂof fqmlly, loyalty, and strange abilities.

%







