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VESPER








The Imperium held its tributes upright like puppets, while the void bracelets that dampened their powers leashed them to the floor. On Emancipation Day, the greater risk was the possibility of fainting in view of the entire world. Oppressive heat from the Ibisian sun surrounded Vesper as she tried not to squint against its glare. Looking down provided no relief. Her crisp white uniform reflected the brilliant midday light, forming a headache behind her eyes.


Nerine Gulsharo, the tiny princess of Zerzura, the desert land to the south of her homeland of Aminna, swayed on her pedestal at the edge of the dais. The white cape that accompanied their uniforms followed her movements, like the broken wing of a bird. Nerine had tried to escape their first tribute ceremony ten years ago. The sound of men breaking her arm had not dissuaded other tributes from trying and failing in the years that followed.


As if on cue, Endius Pallallis, one of the remaining tributes from the Free State of Awera, passed out in the back row. His limp body hung at a grotesque angle, suspended by the energy field. His family likely watched on the vid feed in horror at his show of weakness. If they only knew the suffering he had endured the night before, in backbreaking agony, while still maintaining the honor of the Free State through his continued resistance to their captors. Vesper suppressed a shudder at the sound of grinding teeth, popping joints, and the sight of minuscule movement beneath his skin as the nanotech mites worked through his tissue, repairing the damage as quickly as it occurred.


Imperial Councillor Vecatus Medeis’ voice rang out, celebrating the genius of Emperor Ruslan Tenebra for creating the Awera Guest Program at the Imperial Academy twenty years ago, a key part of ending the war between the western continent of Ibis and the eastern continent of Awera. Vesper kept her expression neutral with practiced ease as attendants discreetly revived Endius, and the vid drones moved away to find another target of interest. Her eyes met his as he stood tall, carrying the bearing of the Free State warriors who had carved out an existence free of kings. He gave her a small nod, and she turned her attention back to the man who haunted the dreams of children and crafted them into precision instruments of the state.


“Princess Vesper Ayida Elio, First Daughter of the late Queen Bahare of Aminna, demonstrated remarkable aptitude in every subject throughout this program,” the councillor said, as faint pain lanced her heart at the mention of her assassinated mother. “She certainly kept me on my toes,” he added with a chuckle.





Obligatory laughter filled the air, and she tensed as the vid drones shifted to capture her impassive expression. The councillor continued, and she imagined him choking on his words and dying in agony, a daydream she had entertained for years. The familiar zip of pain shot up her immobilized arm as the void bracelet prevented her from fully accessing her power, even subconsciously. She ignored it.


A gasp from the crowd drew her attention back to the podium as Councillor Medeis grabbed at his chest and leaned forward. Vesper scanned the monitors around the parade field and caught sight of the councillor’s bulging eyes. Tiny rivulets of red trailed down his face. The man gave a strangled cough, and deep crimson liquid spilled from his mouth. He collapsed to the ground, where he lay gaping like a fish.


To her right, Regen, Prince of Vuorikoti, the mountainous kingdom north of Aminna, strained against his restraints. The tense muscles in his neck told her he was attempting to access his nullified powers to no avail. Jumping off her pedestal, Imperial Princess Tamsin Tenebra, always free of restraints but still a tribute to the Imperial Academy, moved out of view of the vid drones and audience. Vesper spotted her behind a pillar, opening a panel in the facade. After a few seconds, the energy fields surrounding the tributes dropped, and the quiet clatter of void bracelets hitting the ground followed.


The Imperium guards in front of the dais rushed the stage, inadvertently triggering a force field the councillor had installed to prevent escapees. Vesper rubbed her wrists as power surged back into her body, overwhelming her senses. She could hear the guards pounding on the energy barrier as the other tributes around her stumbled into one another, one doubling over and vomiting. 


The sky darkened for a moment, offering brief relief before clearing again, leaving them once more under the assault of the burning sun. In that moment, she saw their chance. Terror and exhilaration gripped her in twin moments of clarity. If they failed, there was no knowing the ramifications; but if they succeeded, they could finally go home. She drew a steady breath and straightened her spine. As she stepped off her pedestal, the sound of gurgling breaths pulled her attention to the councillor, coughing blood on the ground. 


She studied him for a moment, noting that no one moved to help. When she crouched beside him, he looked at her with wide, desperate eyes and seized her arm in a bruising grip. She gently stroked his head and assessed his condition, shushing him when he tried to speak. With full access to her power, she could draw the water from his veins and end him more quickly; but looking at him now, sprawled on the ground and afraid of the death he had inflicted on so many, she stayed her hand and let nature take its course.





“What a little man you are, Councillor,” she whispered softly, as if soothing a child. “All those years of torturing children to steal something our mothers gave us. I want you to die in pain and agony, and I hope an afterlife exists where you suffer eternally in your own insignificance.”





“Saints of service, you are giving a farewell speech to the man who ripped out a child’s spine a week ago,” Tamsin muttered behind her. “He does not deserve the attention, Vesper. He is already dead.”





“If we leave before he dies, he will survive somehow. You know he is determined enough to crawl back from death,” she said.





“Let Vesper have the moment,” Regen said, his deep voice rolling over her.





Tamsin raised her hands in surrender. “Fine. Why don’t we just kill him?”





“It’s murder, Tamsin,” Nerine sighed, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “Not to mention there are witnesses everywhere.”





“Also treason?” Jorie, Prince of the Serpent Isles, offered. “For you, Imperial Princess, I mean. We are just political prisoners.”





Tamsin muttered a curse under her breath. “Didn’t you do this?” she asked, looking at Vesper and gesturing toward the councillor.





“No!” Vesper exclaimed. “We have been in void cuffs for a decade. I had other things occupying my time. I thought you did this. You pranced off your pedestal like it was part of your plan.”





“I didn’t have a plan!” Tamsin gasped. “It just made sense to turn it off, so I wasn’t the only one who could run if they tried to kill all the tributes.”





She looked as though she might say more, but Nerine interrupted.





“Hello,” she called out from where she stood slightly apart from the group. “We cannot stay here.”





She gestured toward the crowd still milling about on the parade grounds, watching them, and then toward the armored security guards at the edge of the dais. “What are we going to do?”


Vesper cast a quick glance at the guards before looking back down at the councillor.





“The automatic force field will hold. Our dear councillor designed it so that the more one pushes against it, the stronger it becomes. I believe your last escape attempt was the catalyst for that invention, Nerine,” she said.





She turned her attention back to the dying man; and a deep sense of satisfaction settled within her as she watched his face turn gray. Rising with the promise of a new era, she stepped over the body and took her place before the podium as the vid drones swung toward her.





“For years, we have been unwilling pawns in an international power struggle. That ends today,” she said, her voice echoing in the silence. “Based on the statutes set forth in the Treaty for International Peace signed by the representatives of Awera and the Imperium of Khanates, I, Vesper Ayida Elio of Aminna, emancipate myself from the Imperium.”





She stepped back, her heart pounding, her head rushing with blood. Regen stepped up to the podium next.





“I, Regen Volos Damati, Prince of Vourkoti, also emancipate myself from the Imperium.”





He stepped back and took his place beside Vesper, brushing his hand against hers. Each subsequent tribute declared themselves emancipated until only Tamsin stood alone. As an imperial princess, emancipation would mean abdicating her place in the line of succession. They stood on opposite sides of the podium, watching each other, when a measured voice rang out through the speakers.





“What an unfortunate number of rash decisions people have made today.”





The images on the monitor screens blurred as the drones pivoted toward the speaker. The emperor sat in tailored military regalia behind an imposing desk. He carried the air of a disappointed parent, though his eyes shone with barely contained indignation.





“Shit,” Tamsin muttered.





“Your actions have consequences,” the emperor intoned. “I call for the arrest of all tributes in connection with the death of my esteemed councillor. You will stand before a tribunal to be judged and sentenced for your part in this horrendous tragedy.”





“How about we leave this way?” Jorie whispered, tilting his head toward the trapdoor set into the floor.





They had used it many times during academy drills. In the event of terror attacks, the tributes were meant to serve as body shields for the Imperial Princess, the councillor, and his executive staff. No one missed the irony that he now lay dead on the stage near them. Tamsin grinned and leaned toward the podium, pressing the release button. A square opening appeared in the floor, darkness yawning beneath it.





“After you, Your Highness,” she said with a grin.





Jorie returned her smile and swept his arms in a wide arc. Clouds gathered and blotted out the sun as mist rolled across the stage. He them dropped through the opening, the others following in quick succession.


“First steps to freedom,” Vesper whispered to herself as she slipped into the darkness with Regen following closely on her heels.







REGEN





What a clusterfuck, Regen thought as they raced through the underground tunnel beneath the parade grounds toward the Main Hall of the Academy. The last time they had been in the tunnels had been when one team of their war game opponents had dragged a few of them down there during the rainy season to disqualify them for being late to muster. The students had been ignorant of the horror the tunnels held for the Aweran tributes. It had been the primary route they took when escorted for the councillor’s various experiments. Nevertheless, they had been on time, dripping wet, and seething with rage. Regen had almost smiled at the look of shock on the team’s faces when they had seen them in formation the following morning. That they had nearly drowned, and no one had been the wiser, was a hard-won lesson for the future.





“We need a plan, or we are going to die,” he said to the group as they jogged, certain that immediate incarceration awaited them.


Every escape they had ever attempted had ended in disaster.





“It appears we are making it up as we go, my friend,” said Jorie, nudging him as they ran. “What better way to put all the knowledge we gained from failed escapes to the test? Think of it as our very last comprehensive exam.”





Regen ignored him.





“We need to split up,” he said.





“How?” Tamsin asked, glancing over her shoulder.


They slowed as they reached the main corridor, which branched off to other buildings on campus. No one was following them yet. The five-hundred-year-old tunnels were rarely used outside of the storming dry season, when high winds and abrasive sediment battered the capital city.





“Jorie, Vesper, and I will go to the councillor’s office to override our trackers,” he said.





Jorie nodded, and Vesper, seemingly unfocused, nodded as well.





“Tamsin, you are the best option to secure a transport,” Regen continued.





“Transport to where?” she challenged.





In ten years, they had only made it as far as the city center.


“Home,” said Vesper.





Determination filled her face, and the others nodded in agreement.





“All right, home,” Tamsin echoed.





“We need to get moving,” Nerine chimed in. “They are tracking us and can see us on the vid screens. They’ll know we’re here.”


“Right. You, Endius, and Niyan go to the safe room until we signal your comms device,” Regen said to a chorus of groans from the younger tributes.


“We’re not children anymore. Stop treating us like seven-year-olds,” Endius gritted out, his Free State accent lingering despite his time away from home.





“Stop whining like children,” Jorie said with a grin. “I swear you sound like baby birds. Lucky for you, we are all about to plunge out of the nest.”





“Give us something constructive to do,” challenged Niyan.





“All right, then,” Regen conceded with a nod. “Go grab the bags from the safe room. They should still have supplies from last time. If you run into trouble, stay there and we will come get you.”





He hoped the others did not notice the slight hesitation in his voice. The last escape attempt had left Vesper with so much nerve damage from the councillor’s punishment that the nanobots in her bloodstream had struggled to restore the severed connections. Every now and again, he would see her flexing her fingers as if to ensure they still worked. Guilt weighed on him as he watched her stare into the distance with a calculating expression. She had repeatedly told him he was not to blame, but he had promised to spend the rest of his life atoning for his arrogance. 


The group split up with a promise to meet at the Academy transport depot. Regen hesitated for a moment, warring with calling the younger tributes back. They were in uncharted territory with unknown risks. Forcing himself to turn, he followed his group toward the councillor’s office, accepted the change in circumstances, and fixed his attention on what was most important to him. 


“Well,” Jorie said into the silence. “At least the councillor is dead and we don’t have to worry about him catching us.”





Regen did not respond, but he saw Vesper give Jorie an incredulous look, to which the island prince shrugged.


“What? It’s not like you did it, Ves,” he said. “This was too quick, too peaceful, and too ambiguous.”





Vesper cracked a smile and shook her head. When they emerged from the tunnel into the main academic building, Regen scanned the hallway before stepping through and waiting for the others. The councillor’s office was directly across the hall. Vesper tried the door, but it was locked. He watched her pull two hairpins from the bun that held her braids atop her head, following the movement as they cascaded down her back. His fingers twitched at the memory of them falling through his hands a few nights before. When the door opened, they crept into the room and shut it behind them.





“What are we looking for?” whispered Jorie.





“His tablet,” Vesper said.





“Didn’t he have it on him at the ceremony just now?” Jorie asked.





Vesper shook her head. “No. He keeps the tablet in his office during official functions.”





Regen’s gaze followed her as she glided through the room, her cape lifting behind her blood-splattered uniform. He willed himself to look around the space.


“Found it!” Vesper chimed.


“Did you already know it would be there?” Jorie asked.





“Yes,” she chuckled, tapping the screen. “He always puts it in the drawer and locks it. I saw him once during an interview.”


The interviews were wartime interrogations. Vesper never spoke about what happened during hers, but she would hold him afterward at night as if her life depended on it, or stand watch over the younger tributes as if to chase away unseen adversaries. Selfishly, he wondered how many more opportunities he would have to hold her again before she was drawn away by tradition and duty. She never stopped to take care of herself unless taken down by illness or injury. He stepped closer to her and looked over her shoulder while Jorie stood on the other side watching her work.





“How do you know his passcode?” Jorie asked.





Vesper shrugged. “He was obsessed with two things: our gene expressions and how our powers worked. Forty-six DNA segments, twenty-three pairs, one asterium mutation. So 46231.”





“Huh,” Jorie replied.





“I also saw him type it in years ago. He never changed it,” she said with a smirk, and Jorie chuckled.


They watched as she navigated to the commands for the tribute trackers. Vesper hesitated before selecting all the tributes in the Academy, not just the ones from Awera, about two hundred students and staff.





“Anarchy?” Jorie asked, peeking out the window.





“Yes. It will buy us some time,” Vesper responded.





“May I see it?” Regen asked.





Their fingers brushed as she handed him the tablet, and he felt a flicker of power dance up his arm. He ignored the mental images of Vesper’s body bathed in moonlight, whispers of power moving beneath their skin, calling to one another as they had sought pleasure the night before. She had told him that morning in formation that Emancipation Day would most likely be goodbye. He refused to accept that reality as he tapped out a message in the old Vuorokoti dialect for global broadcast.





“What does it say?” she asked, watching him.





“It’s a message to my parents to meet us on Void Crater Island. There’s an old base there. They will send the message across the continent,” Regen replied.





He handed the tablet back to Vesper and watched her face for any sign of the same conflicting emotions, but she gave away nothing. Multiple footsteps echoed through the corridor beyond the door. Regen moved to hide somewhere in the room, but Vesper tugged his arm to follow her. She kneeled behind the desk and removed a loose tile from the floor. A small panel lit up with bright blue lights as she tapped a few symbols he did not recognize. An audible click sounded in the quiet room, and a larger section of tile lifted, revealing stairs that led into a dimly lit space.


Regen watched Vesper crawl into the opening and disappear. Jorie turned to him with a grin and followed. After slipping through, Regen pulled the door until he heard the snick of the latch securing it behind them. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he followed Vesper into another well-lit tunnel that seemed to loop back to the one from which they had originally come.





“Seriously,” he sighed. “What did you and Tamsin get up to during those excursions after dark that you know about these tunnels?”





“We tried to find hiding places and blind spots,” she replied, though he could have sworn her brown skin shifted to a subtle shade of pink before she glanced at him.





“And why did you need hiding places and blind spots, Vesper?” Jorie taunted.





Vesper rolled her eyes and kept walking.





“We broke into his office several times over the years,” she said with a shrug. “How do you think the Aweran contraband kept coming back? There were no benevolent spirits in the Imperium. It was me and Tamsin.” After a moment, she added, “This tunnel we found by accident.”





The texture of the tunnel walls shifted as they melted into the main passageway. Regen placed his hand on Vesper’s arm, and she slowed to look up at him.





“Can you check everyone else’s progress before we continue?” he asked.





Vesper pulled out the tablet and brought up the surveillance video. After switching between feeds, they finally located Tamsin and the tribute handler, Avni Altangadas. They watched the duo creep between aircraft and transport vehicles until they reached a small cargo carrier. Tamsin pressed something on her comms unit, and the doors opened. They slipped inside and closed the door behind them.


Vesper flipped through a few more feeds until she found the younger tributes. The seventeen-year-olds each carried at least two to three bags.


“Maybe we should have assigned them an easier task?” Jorie commented.


“They’ll be fine,” Regen replied.





In that moment, he saw Endius duck out of the way. Nerine looked over her shoulder and shuffled closer to the wall. Niyan froze, arched his back, and slumped to his knees.


“No!” whispered Vesper as she tapped on the screen.





Nerine and Endius rushed to their fallen friend, grabbing him and the bags between them and dragging him bodily into a doorway.


“They are fairly close to one of the safe rooms,” Vesper said. “Sending them instructions now.”





Regen watched Endius check the comms unit on his wrist and speak to Nerine, who nodded. They carried Niyan and the bags into the safe room.





“They should leave the bags,” Jorie commented.





Regen shook his head. “We’ll need them later.”


“Just in time,” Vesper murmured as two armed guards arrived at the door.





“I thought you deactivated the trackers,” Regen said.





“I did,” Vesper insisted.





“Then why are they following the same path as the littles?” he asked.





They watched the guards crouch along the floor.





“Blood,” Jorie said, staring at the screen. “Look at the floor.”





Regen leaned in and saw tiny dark spots on the ground in the video feed. A message came through their comms unit from Tamsin: Transport acquired. The airspace closes in thirty minutes. We need to be in the air in twenty. He met Jorie’s grim expression and nodded.





“They aren’t going to make it, Dreki,” whispered Vesper, watching the trio hide from the guards while trying to stymie Niyan’s bleeding.





“Yes, they can,” Jorie said, his tone carrying what sounded like false optimism to Regen.





“We can’t leave them!” Vesper shot back, glaring at him.





Regen inhaled deeply. It was going to be cutting it close.





“Let’s go get them,” Regen said.







TAMSIN





There was only so much one could do when helping Awera tributes. They followed their own rules. Tamsin sat in the transport’s cockpit and watched the security feed as Regen, Vesper, and Jorie advanced toward the younger tributes.





“They are running out of time,” Avni commented.





“I wouldn’t count them out just yet,” she snorted.





She entered the command protocol to power on the transport. Nothing happened. Muttering a curse, she typed the command again.





“It’s not working, and I don’t think we have time to find another transport,” she said, glancing back at the screen.





Guards had turned MageTech weapons on the trio. Regen seemed to conjure a shield out of thin air, bending the enemy pulses from the surrounding weapons. Momentarily distracted, Tamsin leaned forward in her seat. Though they had trained in traditional Ibisian martial arts with her at the Academy, they clearly knew other styles they had not displayed during training or tournaments.


Vesper seemed to be everywhere at once as she redirected the energy pulses. Guards flew back, hitting the walls and falling to the floor, unmoving. Jorie’s quick, fluid movements eluded his assailants as he struck the remaining guards with what looked like lightning shooting from his fingertips.





“Huh, had they used these moves during our training, it would have made classes much more interesting,” Tamsin remarked.





“They tried in their first year, but the councillor punished them,” Avni said without looking at her, tapping on his tablet. “I’m fairly certain they trained on their own during free hours.” He cleared his throat before continuing. “I heard Vesper found a vulnerability in the net security and gained copies of each nation’s sacred texts that contained all the martial arts forms.”





“Did she?” Tamsin asked, a slow smile spreading across her face as she typed another command.





This one worked, and the transport powered up.





“Vesper is resourceful,” she said, plotting coordinates for Void Crater Island, neutral territory. “It’s a wonder she didn’t construct the entire day’s events.”





Avni did not respond.





“Do you think she killed Medeis?” she asked, glancing at him.





“I would not put it past her, but I highly doubt it,” he said. “There was no clear exit plan. Vesper always plans an exit strategy. Unfortunately, Councillor Medeis somehow always knew how to stop her before they got to that part of the plan.”





Tamsin nodded and turned her attention back to the screen. With all guards incapacitated, Vesper held her hand slightly above a clearly wounded Niyan as Jorie led Nerine and Endius into the corridor. When Regen turned to Vesper, she shook her head. He crouched gently and lifted the barely conscious seventeen-year-old. Vesper stepped back and grabbed the remaining bags. After nodding to Regen, they raced down the hallway.





“They are cutting it close,” Avni observed.





Tamsin programmed the transport for immediate takeoff.





“They’ll make it,” she said, tapping her foot against the metal floor.





“Will we make it?” Avni shot back.





“Of course!” Tamsin replied with a grin.





The transport comms blared with Regen’s voice, making her wince.





“We’re close, but we have a problem,” he said, his thick Vuorokoti accent bleeding through the common tongue required of all Academy students.





“What’s the problem?” Tamsin asked through the comms system, forcing a relaxed tone.





“We seem to have found some well-wishers,” Jorie cut in.





Avni switched the video feed to track the tributes. Two Imperium guards chased them.





“They aren’t firing weapons,” Tamsin observed with a frown.





Avni shrugged and continued tapping on his tablet. “Airspace closure order hasn’t come in yet.”





Her father had to know where they were at this point. Was this another test, another game? With no time to consider, Jorie, Nerine, and Endius came running through the depot doors and onto the ramp into the craft. Avni moved to help them secure their things. They waited another two minutes before Vesper and Regen rushed in carrying a deathly pale Niyan.





“Let’s go!” Tamsin yelled as soon as they hit the ramp. “Your chariot to freedom awaits!”





Imperium guards had just entered the depot and raised their MageTech weapons toward the craft. Upon seeing her, they refocused their aim on the others. Tamsin raised the protective shields and engaged the transport. They were airborne in seconds.


After the craft stabilized, Avni moved to attend to Niyan. Tamsin could not make out what was being said, but the concentration etched on Avni’s face and the grim expression on Regen’s told her it was going to be a struggle.


Three hours later, she gently set the transport down on Void Crater Island in the middle of the ocean. She opened the doors so everyone could take their first step outside Imperium control in a decade. This was not how she had imagined this part of the trip going.


Nerine wept silently next to Endius, who looked like someone trying to bury emotions deep enough to cause stomach problems. Jorie, for once without a smile, ushered them out into the sunlight and off the transport. Regen and Vesper tended to Niyan’s body and placed it into a body bag from the emergency kit. Avni helped them load it into a storage compartment near the engine’s cooling system.


They stood in silence, looking at the abandoned island. During the war, it had been an Imperium staging facility. The crater’s natural properties, formed by an asteroid impact eons before, prevented Awera warriors from wielding their powers and blocked Imperium MageTech weapons from firing. Conventional energy weapons were still effective, but the Imperium had abandoned the facility a few months after the war.


From above, the short gray buildings clung to the lush green landscape, their stark lines a jarring contrast to the smooth transition of black sand and the deep blue water in the crater. On the ground, everything felt strange to Tamsin, as if the Imperium had forced nature to accept change and nature rebelled by trying to swallow technology whole. The water looked inviting, though she knew it was probably cold. Glancing at the beach, the sun occasionally caught the sand, making it sparkle.


This was not the emancipation they had dreamed of. Once again, Tamsin had acted on impulse, trying to help and getting someone hurt or worse, killed. After a prolonged silence, Jorie squatted down and picked up the black sand, letting it seep through his fingers.





“This island is dead,” he said.





“Not dead,” Vesper replied, shaking her head. “It’s a void. You can feel death when it comes. This is nothingness. It’s endless and hungry.”





Her voice trailed off, and she lifted her arms briefly before letting them fall at her sides as if they were too heavy to hold. Tamsin shifted in her white boots and looked down, realizing they were all still wearing the ridiculous sacrificial uniforms.





“Hey, how about we change out of these atrocious clothes?” she said, trying to shift the focus, if just for a moment. “Let’s at least make it slightly more difficult for everyone to pick us out from the landscape,” she added with a weak smile.





Regen looked down at his uniform, stained deep red across his chest and arms.





Standing next to Vesper, still decorated in the councillor’s blood, they looked like the Ibisian spirits that claimed the souls of the battle-slain. Avni ensured everyone was clear of trackers after changing into the gray academy uniforms. Most of the tributes ripped off the academy patches after zipping them up. Tamsin offered them each a nutrition bar and found them surprisingly delicious.





“Where did you get these?” she asked.





“Niyan got them,” Vesper choked out.





Tamsin tried to swallow the rest of the bar around the lump forming in her throat.





Jorie huffed out a chuckle and sniffed. “He got them from the Temple of the Sun. They were in the kitchen.”





“You stole these from a temple?” Tamsin exclaimed, staring at the bar as if it were cursed.





Jorie shrugged and took another bite.





“Niyan’s family was taking part in a sunrise vigil when the Imperium came for him. He was seven.”





There was a pause. While tributes had trickled in throughout the war, most had arrived a decade ago on the same night. The youngest had been five years old.





“He said they had been fasting all night, so he sneaked into the kitchen to peek at what they would eat,” Jorie said with a faint smile. “A priest grabbed a snack and shoved it into his mouth. Being the impressionable kid that he was, Niyan did the same.”





A palpable tension filled the air, as if all the tributes knew the rest of the story.





“He said the next time he saw the priest, the man was wearing Imperium black and his older cousin’s blood was pooling at the temple floor. She had been trying to protect Niyan under the international laws of religious sanctuary. He slit her throat for resisting.”





Tamsin stopped eating and looked around at the faces of the others, seeing varying shades of grief, anger, and resignation, expressions she had seen many times over the years.





“He figured grabbing sustenance from an Ibisian temple wouldn’t be an issue, considering it aligned with their religious practice of granting people a successful journey,” Jorie said, finishing the bar and making some signs in the air.





Tamsin shrugged and nodded. “Thank you, Niyan,” she whispered, finishing her bar. “What happened to the soldier?” she asked.





“Niyan killed him in the single combat trial last year,” Jorie said with a mirthless grin. “I will say this for the Councillor, he was masterful at finding motivations for tributes.”





Tamsin looked at Vesper. “Is that who you killed during your trial? The person who killed your parents?”





The tribute shook her head, her long braids swaying behind her with the movement. “No. The Imperium found it convenient to consider my parents as collateral in the war. The ones at the temple murdered a child in cold blood instead of restraining her. Councillor Medeis was peculiar about that difference.”





“How do you know that?” asked Nerine.





“I’m sure she read the Councillor’s notes,” Tamsin said with a smirk.





Jorie chuckled, and Regen frowned at Vesper.





“You left out the part where he found out and interrogated you for hours with that battery acid serum,” he gritted out.





Vesper dismissed the comment with a wave of her hand. The sound of engines interrupted them as a large transport bearing a Zerzura emblem descended. Nerine was going home. The group rose as the craft landed. The door opened, and King Lysis Gulsharo of Zerzura stepped out, arms wide. Tears streamed down his face as he engulfed Nerine in a hug, rocking her back and forth.


Behind him, the prime minister of the Free State of Awera, a near neighbor of Zerzura, approached Endius, his expression measured and detached.





“You look well, son,” the man said.





Endius stood at attention. “I upheld the honor of the Free State and lived to fight another day.”





The prime minister nodded. After a brief pause, he pulled Endius into a bone-crushing hug, burying his face in the tribute’s neck. Endius wrapped his arms around his father, shoulders shaking in silent sobs. Vesper looked away, and Avni leaned toward Tamsin.





“Only three governments have responded to the Vuorikoti broadcast,” he whispered. “Looks like some tributes will need to find their own way home.”





“All right,” she said curtly. “We wait for the others to be picked up and go from there. How much time before my father sends his minions after us?”





“I’m not sure he’s coming,” Avni replied. “Looking at the chatter on the encrypted lines, there’s been no order to follow us.”





Tamsin frowned.





“When I was a kid out on the steppes, my aunt told me about the original tribute program. It was a tradition to put imperial offspring with the tribute cohorts. Back then, they had to escape from camps near the edge of the province and make it back to the governor’s palace.”





Avni nodded. “I’ve heard similar, but they haven’t put that into practice since using the Imperial Academy for tributes.”





“Doesn’t change the fact that we all belong at home, wherever that may be,” she replied.





“So, no one is coming for us?” Vesper asked, walking over.





“Correct,” Avni said without hesitation.





“Fucking cowards!” Jorie spat from behind her.





After pulling away from their parents’ embrace, Nerine and Endius returned to the group, smiling broadly. Nerine spoke first, pulling a surprised Vesper into a hug.





“Thank you,” she whispered. “We wouldn’t have survived without you.” Looking at the group through tears, she added, “I won’t miss the Academy, but I will miss the family I found while I was there.”





She sniffed and hugged everyone before returning to her father’s embrace. Endius came up next and hugged Vesper without hesitation, surprising everyone.





“I can never repay you for giving me back my freedom,” he said.





Vesper scoffed. “We each earned our freedom.”





Endius shook his head with a rueful smile. “We are forever in your debt for all that you have done for us over the years in that prison.”





He pulled back and bowed deeply, breaking Free State protocol. Tamsin watched in surprise. Endius had endured several specially crafted punishments from the Councillor meant to force him to bow, yet he never had. She glanced at the prime minister, who offered Vesper the same bow. The remaining tributes watched in silence as the transport rose into the sky, disappearing over the horizon toward the southeast.


A short time later, another craft touched down in the water, marked with the seal of the Serpent Isles a volcano, a pink flower, and a pearl. Jorie choked out a laugh and wiped his face at the sight.





“They came for me after all,” he said in a thick voice.





“Of course they did, Jorie,” Vesper replied with a smile.





Regen patted his shoulder as Jorie stripped off his uniform and ran into the water to meet his fathers before they could disembark. Once again, Vesper looked away as Jorie embraced his parents. His father held his face in both hands as if inspecting the man Jorie had become. He had changed from the fifteen-year-old boy they had remembered.


After many tearful goodbyes, their transport lifted into the sky. Tamsin glanced at her comms device and shook her head before looking at Avni. Nothing.





“Looks like we’re on our own from here,” Vesper said, watching the horizon.





“We can take you to the border,” Tamsin offered.





“No, you cannot,” Regen said. “Vuorikoti and Freisland airspace will be on high alert. You’d be shot out of the sky before we could hail them.”





“There’s an emergency watercraft on the transport,” Avni suggested.





“I can fly you to the edge of the airspace and drop you in the water,” Tamsin added.





“That could work,” Regen said, watching Vesper walk away.





“Tamsin,” Avni said, drawing her attention.





“I plan to go with Vesper and Regen,” he said quickly, forcing the words out. “The Imperial Ambassador is my uncle.”





“Ah,” Tamsin said, understanding.





He had mentioned his uncle in passing, a figure from an illustrious northern Ibisian province. If Avni left with the others, she would be returning to the Imperium to face her father alone. She sighed, feeling the sudden weight of exhaustion.





“Very well,” she said with a smile. “Good luck. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”





“Thank you,” he said, relief evident. “I’ll go prep the emergency craft.”


Tamsin nodded and turned to watch Vesper and Regen near the water. Vesper strode forward with purpose. Something further ahead, peeking out of the sand, caught Tamsin’s attention. A tiny disc hovered above the surface. She had designed something similar for a capstone project in her Ibisian tactical warfare class, a class the Aweran tributes could not attend. A creeping awareness settled over her as she took in the reality that Void Crater Island lay in the middle of the ocean, under no one’s control.


She shook her head. Her professors had told her the prototype was a good first effort, but completely impractical. Seconds stretched as she watched her friend move closer to the disc. Words caught in her throat. They would blame her if they knew what it was. The tributes already knew of her past treachery and had given her a second chance. She could not betray them again.


Tamsin opened her mouth to shout at Vesper to stop, but Regen’s voice rang out, distracting her friend. Panic surged through her, and she started running toward them, waving her arms. Horror struck as Vesper stepped onto the disc and immediately shot into the air. Tamsin felt the concussive force before she even heard the explosion, followed by the muted thud of Vesper’s body hitting the ground. Then the world went sideways.







VESPER




Pain dragged Vesper back to consciousness. Her vision swam, blurred at the edges, and every sound came muffled. A stinging sensation covered her skin as if someone had dragged her across the streets of the Imperial City and dumped her in the sand. Tamsin skidded to a halt and dropped to her knees beside her.



“Stay put. Where does it hurt?” she asked, eyes scanning her friend’s body with practiced precision.



Vesper inhaled shakily before croaking out a response. “I’m just disoriented.”



“Bullshit. You nearly got blown up.”



She tried to move but found her limbs uncooperative, every muscle screaming in protest.



“Take it easy,” Tamsin said firmly. “You probably have a concussion. We wait for Avni to scan you.”



Vesper’s nausea roiled her stomach, forcing her back against the black sand.



“Gods! You are infuriating,” Tamsin exclaimed. “Regen is alive. I doubt even literal explosives could stop him from following you to the end of the world. Will you please lie still?”



Vesper nodded, wincing at the effort. A short while later, Avni approached, his tight smile attempting reassurance.



“Regen?” she asked, voice weak.



He ran a scanner down her body before responding. “He has some bumps, bruises, and a mild concussion, but he should recover quickly.”



His eyes narrowed as they returned to the scanner. “You, however, will need to be very careful until we can get you to a healer. You have several internal injuries that are concerning.”



“What do you mean?” Tamsin
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