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For Suki,
who hated heights,
but always leaped before she looked.
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​A Note from the Author
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At the end of this book, you’ll find a short story titled Tea with Razh.
It’s set between Voyage of the Salamander and Storm Riders, during a quiet interlude on Adius II—a moment of stillness before everything changed. In it, Lily and Xynn share space, time, and truths that shape who they are when this story begins.
If you’d like a deeper look into their bond—or a sense of Lily’s emotional grounding before the storm hits—you might enjoy reading it first.
If slow, introspective stories aren’t your thing, feel free to skip it and jump straight into the action.
However you choose to experience it, I’m glad you’re here.
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Content Advisory:

This book contains some coarse language, as characters react to moments of stress, grief, and danger. It also includes depictions of trauma, including kidnapping, ideological extremism, and loss of life. Themes of identity and intimacy are explored through emotional and romantic relationships, with closed-door depictions only.
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​DECLASSIFIED – EYES ONLY

​FILE 60292
Union of Allied Systems | Space Fleet | Starship Salamander | Current Status: Docked.
Begin crew recall.
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​2535.0731 // 06:30

​LOCATION: Fishing Cabin, New Delaware

The lake was still in the early light, a vast sheet of glass veiled in ribbons of mist. Silver curls lifted from the surface, shifting with the breath of the wind. Tall evergreens stood sentinel along the shore, their dark silhouettes reflected in perfect symmetry, only slightly distorted where the water lapped at the dock’s worn pilings. Everything was quiet—the kind of quiet that belonged to places untouched by urgency, where time moved like the tide, slow and inevitable.

Joren stepped onto the dock barefoot, the wood cool and damp beneath his feet. In one hand, a steaming mug of coffee, its rich scent rising to meet the crisp morning air. The other hand disappeared into the pocket of a thick cable-knit sweater, the fabric heavy with warmth against the lingering chill. The air smelled of pine and cold water, and when he breathed in, he could taste the sharp bite of the coming autumn, the kind of air that settled into your bones and stayed there.

Behind him, the cabin door creaked open.

Calan stepped outside. Or, rather, Captain Calan stepped outside—because even here, away from the hum of the Salamander, he carried that weight, that unshakable awareness of command. He had the look of someone trying very hard to appear relaxed. His dark hair was artfully mussed, the sort of intentional disarray that wouldn’t be out of place in a luxury travel ad. But the Fleet-issue gym shirt and standard black trousers undercut the illusion. Hardly leisurewear.

He was holding a data tablet. Even here.

Joren let out a theatrical sigh and held out the coffee in exaggerated dismay. “You’re supposed to be relaxing.”

Calan took the mug but didn’t answer right away. Instead, he lifted his gaze to the lake. The dawn’s first light painted half his face in gold, and the morning breeze moved through his hair with the same absentminded touch as a lover.

There was always a subtle tension in the way a captain carried themselves. An unseen weight pressing against the spine, even when there were no battle plans to draft, no decisions to make. Even in the woods. Even on the water. Even here.

After a moment that could have stretched across a solar system, Calan exhaled. “I am relaxing. This is me, relaxing.”

Joren gave him a look that could melt steel. “Is that so?” He glanced around at the dawn-streaked sky, then shook his head. “They should add a dampening field around here.” Before Calan could react, Joren plucked the tablet from his hands. “To prevent unwanted intrusions.”

Calan’s mouth twitched. Amused. Defeated. He couldn’t argue.

They stood in silence, watching the lake. Somewhere beneath the surface, an unseen fish broke the stillness, sending ripples spiraling outward. In the trees, a bird called, its sharp cry threading through the hush of morning. Shoulder to shoulder, they fit together with the same effortless symmetry as the weave of the wool in Joren’s sweater—an unspoken closeness, steady and unbreakable.

Joren was the first to break the quiet. “So what’s so important you keep checking your messages?” He slid his arm through Calan’s, a gentle entangling, an anchor. “Are you any closer to making a decision?”

Calan’s grip tightened around the mug, fingers curling in thought. “No.” A beat. Then, softer: “I don’t know.”

Joren turned to him fully. “You do know.” His voice was quiet, but firm. “You just don’t like the answer to the question.” He let the words settle, then continued. “The crew of the Salamander loves you. But so do I. And if you choose to transfer to the Vanguard to be with me, they’ll understand.”

Calan’s expression darkened, his jaw tightening. “I feel old,” he admitted. The words came out flat, a confession he hadn’t meant to make. He shook his head. “I don’t know if I can go back on the duty roster like I’m fresh out of the Academy.”

Joren huffed a small laugh. “Captain Humossie is, what—two hundred? To her, you are just a kid.” And before Calan could protest, Joren reached up and ruffled his hair, a teasing grin tugging at his lips. As if Calan were a sulking toddler in need of a reminder: You are loved. You are still you. You don’t have to carry this alone.

Calan chuckled, shaking his head, but the sound faded too quickly. The moment passed, slipping away like the ripples still spreading across the lake. His gaze returned to the water, his features settling into something more serious. “I don’t want to leave my crew in the middle of something unfinished. I wouldn’t—”

Joren touched his arm, a quiet reassurance. “I know. You’re not the kind of man who walks away. But you don’t have to figure everything out today.”

Calan sighed, raking a hand through his hair. “No. I suppose not.”

Joren finished the last of his coffee and set the empty mug on the dock railing with a quiet clink. “Come on. I was going to take the boat out before breakfast. You up for it?”

Calan hesitated. His instinct was to say no—to insist he had things to do, even if he couldn’t quite name them. But then he looked at Joren. The steady warmth in his eyes, the quiet patience that had held them together through years of separation and duty.

Finally, he nodded.

“Yeah,” he said, setting his mug down beside Joren’s. “I think I will.”

Joren grinned. “That’s the spirit. Now help me push this thing out, old man. I’m not doing all the work.”

The boat rocked as they stepped inside, wood creaking beneath their weight. Joren crouched to untie the mooring rope from the dock post, his fingers moving with easy familiarity. Calan moved to help, his boots scuffing against the damp planks—

And then his com tag chirped.

The sound landed between them like a stone in deep water. That inevitable, sinking feeling, the one that comes when you know—before you even check—that you aren’t going to like what happens next.

Joren exhaled sharply.

Calan almost ignored it. Almost.

With a sigh, he pulled the device from his belt and tapped it to life. The holo-display flickered into existence, a cascade of messages appearing in rapid succession. Dozens of them. His gaze skimmed over the screen, his expression barely shifting—until his eyes caught on one, marked urgent.

His expression changed.

Joren straightened, his own unease sharpening. “What is it?”

Calan didn’t answer right away. His eyes stayed on the water, but his mind was already somewhere else.

Then, finally—

Calan tipped the display so Joren could read it.

Joren raised an eyebrow, his voice laced with dry sarcasm. “That may set the record for the shortest vacation of our marriage. But on the bright side, at this rate, you’ll never have to make a decision.”

Calan huffed a quiet laugh, then leaned in, pressing a quick, apologetic kiss to Joren’s lips before turning toward the cabin. “I’ll make it up to you.”

Joren smirked. “You always say that.”

With no answer that would satisfy, Calan quickly ducked inside to repack his things.
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​2535.0731 // 11:15

​LOCATION: Laughing Man’s Dojo, Starbase 12

The dojo pulsed with light and motion, its vast open space lined with polished black flooring that rippled subtly underfoot—an adaptive surface that adjusted with every movement. Along the walls, faint traces of previous matches lingered in shifting pixels, a ghostly reminder of victories and defeats. Overhead, the ceiling panels glowed with the simulated hue of an afternoon sky, casting a warm, steady light.

In the center of the room, a fight was unfolding.

Malik hit the mat with a sharp, breath-stealing thud. Again.

Lines of glowing text shimmered into existence above him—IMPACT VELOCITY: 4.3 m/s. FORCE DISTRIBUTION: UNBALANCED. RECOVERY TIME: 2.1s. Data scrolled through the air around them like illuminated word bubbles in a comic book, the dojo’s system analyzing every movement in real-time.

Malik groaned, staring up at the ceiling. “I should’ve never let you talk me into this.”

Caris grinned, bouncing lightly on her heels, not even winded. “You’re just saying that because I keep throwing you on your ass.”

He pushed himself upright, rolling out the stiffness in his shoulders. “I can’t afford to be in traction right now—I have actual work to do.” He adjusted his stance, flexing his fingers. “Unlike some people.”

Caris smirked, unfazed. “Oh, please. What’s so important that you’re afraid of a few bruises?”

Malik ducked under her next strike, pivoting smoothly before landing a quick, controlled hit to her side. STRIKE POWER: 72%. MOMENTUM SHIFT: 8.4% flashed in the air, updating in real-time.

“Artificial intelligence ethics,” he answered, shifting back on the balls of his feet. “Specifically, intelligence in artificial lifeforms and the ethical implications of their rights as individuals. Trying to pin down some scientific parameters around the concept of a soul.”

Caris, unfazed, nodded approvingly as she circled him. “That’s impressive. Datch would be interested—if he ever comes back from Gherion Prime.”

Malik feinted left, then landed a solid hit to her shoulder. “Exactly. He’s compiling evidence for his people, trying to get the Union to recognize the Gherionites as individuals under sentient rights law. I’m hoping my work will help.”

Caris adjusted, dodging his next attack with ease. “I still can’t believe that hasn’t happened yet.”

“Neither can I.”

And then Malik was airborne again.

The throw was brutal—a perfectly executed hip toss that sent him flipping over her shoulder. The world spun, the air left his lungs, and then—IMPACT VELOCITY: 5.1 m/s. MATCH CONCLUSION: ROUND OVER.

The entire simulation shattered like glass.

The dojo dissolved into a cascade of luminous shards, data splintering apart in fragments of light. Their scores flared in the air—win percentages, reaction times, efficiency ratings—before fizzing out one by one, leaving the space quiet except for the sound of their breathing.

And then—

A console against the far wall blared to life, red warning lights flashing. The dojo’s ambient lighting flickered, shifting to alert status.

Caris and Malik exchanged a glance before stepping toward the console.

Malik scanned the display, his brow furrowing. “This is—”

Caris’ eyes widened.

“I have to call Lily.”
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​2535.0731 // 14:35

​LOCATION: Union of Allied Systems | Space Services Training Academy | Main Promenade

Alrek was striking out. Hard.

The Cyranthian cadets were polite, but the kind of polite that felt like a dismissal wrapped in a smile. The taller of the two, a violet-skinned young woman with silver facial markings, tilted her head at him, offering something that was either vague amusement or mild pity—it was hard to tell with Cyranthians.

“Look, Almond...”

“Uh—Alrek.”

“Right, Alrek.” She flashed an easy smile. “I admire your... confidence, but aren’t you a little young?”

Her friend barely contained a laugh.

Alrek tried for a roguish grin. It came out more like a pained grimace. “Age is relative,” he countered, throwing a little too much charm into the words. “And Saravethi males...” He cleared his throat, deepening his voice in what he hoped was a subtle, masculine way. “That is, Saravethi men mature much earlier than most species.”

The second cadet smirked. “Sorry.”

Alrek cleared his throat again, nodding as if this had gone exactly as planned. “Well. Enjoy your afternoon, then.”

And with that, he made a very hasty, completely dignified retreat.

He slumped back toward a cafeteria-style table and plopped onto the bench, landing beside a large, shimmering puddle of iridescent goo—which pulsed slightly, as though laughing without a mouth.

Charlie.

Alrek’s gelatinous, very non-humanoid best friend did their best to lift his shattered dignity off the floor.

“If I were capable of experiencing second-hand embarrassment,” Charlie said, their voice smooth and amused through the academy’s translation matrix, “I’m fairly certain I’d be mortified right now.”

Alrek let out a groan, rubbing his temples. “You’re lucky your species doesn’t have to deal with dating. Or rejection. Or sex in general.” He gestured vaguely. “It spares you the humiliation.”

Charlie’s liquid form rippled. “It does simplify certain things.”

Alrek dropped his head back against the table with a sigh. “Yeah, yeah, rub it in.”

A pause.

Then, with a faint sloshing sound, Charlie extended one of their pseudopods—a gelatinous limb stretching outward—and held out Alrek’s com tag.

“Oh,” they said, entirely too casual. “By the way, you left this in our room. It’s been going absolutely nuts.”

Alrek snatched it, eyes widening. “What? No one ever calls me.”

His fingers flew over the holo-display, scrolling through the message. His whole face lit up.

“Oh my gods! They’re recalling me to the Salamander!”

Charlie pulsed in an approximation of enthusiasm. “Exciting. I imagine you’ll do great on the rescue mission.”

Alrek’s head snapped up. “Wait—have you been reading my mail again?”

Charlie’s form shifted slightly, as if shrugging. “You need a stronger password.”

Alrek squinted suspiciously at them. Then back at the com tag display, scanning the details.

“Wow! Ka-Lorrin requested me personally for this mission.” His grin stretched wide. “See that, Charlie? At least someone wants me.”

Charlie rippled. “That’s great for you. But who am I supposed to study with while you’re gone?”

Alrek hesitated. The idea of leaving Charlie behind felt strangely wrong—after all, who else would mock him lovingly every time he made a fool of himself?

He glanced at them with a small shrug. “You know... we could put in a request. See if you can join me for the mission.”

Charlie stilled. “Really? You wouldn’t mind?”

Alrek gave a small laugh. “Of course not.”

After a beat, Charlie pulsed again, very pleased with themself. “Good. Because I already put the request in.”

Alrek gave in to his grin, shaking his head. “Of course you did.”
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​2535.0731 // 18:42

​LOCATION: Cyranthian Monastery, Gilrod 7

The air was thick with the scent of burning resik petals. Their pale blue embers floated lazily toward the vaulted ceiling, sending thin curls of incense into the dim light. The monastery was quiet in the way deep caves and distant moons were quiet—not silence, but the absence of anything demanding to be heard.

Lily balanced on one foot, her arms extended, her body trembling with effort. The heat from the meditation chamber curled against her skin, beads of sweat tracing slow paths down her back.

This was supposed to be about discipline. Clarity. Centering herself.

But she was failing at that, too.

The Cyranthian monks moved through their poses effortlessly, their limbs flowing like water following the curve of a riverbed. The instructor at the front of the room, a pale-skinned Cyranthian with intricate silver filigree along her arms, had not-so-subtly corrected Lily’s form three times already.

She could tell she was doing it wrong—could feel her stance slightly off-balance, the faint tremor in her legs that the monks around her didn’t seem to struggle with.

Still, she refused to fall.

She focused on her breathing, drawing in the warm, spiced air, letting it settle in her lungs before exhaling slowly, carefully, as though she could release the frustration tightening in her chest along with it.

You can do this. She held the thought firm in her mind, anchoring herself to it. You are disciplined. You are focused. You are—

A soft chime rang through the chamber.

At the threshold, a monastery attendant stood in the dim light, their pale robes pooling at their feet, hands clasped delicately around a small holo-scroll. They did not speak. They did not intrude. They simply waited, an unmoving figure at the edge of her vision.

Lily closed her eyes, willing them away.

They did not leave.

She drew in another breath, deeper this time, heavier, as if she could inhale them out of existence. But she could feel their presence, patient and unshakable, like the heat pressing against her skin.

Without looking, she lifted a hand and pushed the scroll aside, a deliberate but gentle refusal.

The attendant hesitated, then bowed their head in quiet understanding. A moment later, their footsteps receded, the holo-scroll disappearing into the shadows with them.

Lily exhaled, slowly, steadily.

And returned to her pose.

But the stillness of her mind was only temporary. Like a blank screen flickering to life, her thoughts filled with color, sensation, memory. A week ago. The Saravethi colony on Adius II. A perfect month with Xynn—or at least, that’s what she told herself. But maybe it had only been a perfect month of movement, distraction, things left unsaid.

Lily adjusted her breathing, let the memory pull her under.

Climbing the rockface. Xynn’s presence nearby, effortless and sure.

Rock. Sky. Breath. Grip.

Her fingers found the next hold, muscles burning as she pulled herself higher. The air smelled of damp stone and sea salt, the cliffs rising in jagged, gray-white formations against the late afternoon sky.

Below, Xynn moved with quiet confidence, hanging effortlessly from a ledge just beneath her, arms loose, expression unreadable.

“You’re overthinking again,” she called up, watching Lily with that sharp, knowing gaze. “Stop planning three moves ahead. Just climb.”

Lily gritted her teeth and pulled herself up another few inches.

“Let me guess,” she muttered. “You just feel where the next hold is?”

Xynn smirked. “Exactly.”

Lily rolled her eyes, but a small, involuntary smile tugged at her lips.

They climbed in comfortable silence for a few more minutes, the ocean stretching endless and blue beneath them. The waves crashed against the cliffs, not just background noise but something bigger, wilder—a consuming drumbeat, urging them higher.

When they reached the top, Lily flopped onto her back, breath coming fast, heart still pounding with the climb’s exhilaration.

Xynn dropped beside her, propping herself up on an elbow.

“Exhilarating, right?” Xynn said, letting her body relax. “Nothing quite like reaching the top.”

Lily turned her head, meeting Xynn’s gaze. A small, breathless smile tugged at her lips.

“Yeah,” she agreed.

A silence followed—one of those rare, beautiful silences, where words felt unnecessary. The kind you commit to memory on purpose. The ocean stretched out before them, the air thick with salt, the warmth of the stone seeping into her skin. She felt close to Xynn in a way that didn’t need definition, her senses ablaze with the thrill of the climb, the endless sky above, the rightness of this moment.

She turned for a well-earned kiss—

And was met with a stony expression she hadn’t expected.

Xynn studied her like prey. Calculating. Measuring.

“So,” she said carefully. “After today... I mean, you’re scheduled to head out.”

Lily’s chest tightened. She sat up, brushing her palms over the rough stone.

Xynn’s voice dropped into something heavier—like she was about to take a shot she already knew she’d miss. “Why don’t you stay? Let’s stop beating around the bush. Stay here, and let’s find a place together. Live a little, Lily. A Xynn, Lily life... or a big Lily, Xynn life.”

She could see Lily stiffen. Could feel the shift, the discomfort creeping in.

Xynn softened, but pressed on. “I’m just saying—we’re great together, and we—”

“Why can’t we just enjoy the moment?” Lily’s words came too fast, too sharp. A deflection disguised as an answer.

Xynn exhaled, shaking her head. Tired. Knowing.

“Because it’s always just a moment with you.”

The monastery’s chime filled the air, a low, steady thrum.

Lily’s mind snapped back to the present just as her stance faltered.

Her foot slipped.

The shift was sudden, gravity pulling her off balance before she could stop it. Her knee buckled, her body lurching forward, and for a breathless second, she was falling—arms flinching to catch herself, muscles tensing against the inevitable. At the last moment, she managed to steady herself, fingertips grazing the heated stone as she regained control.

A quiet curse slipped through her teeth.

The monastery attendant had returned.

They stood at the edge of the chamber, patient as ever, their pale robes pooling around them, the holo-scroll once again held delicately between their hands.

Lily exhaled, slow and sharp, pressing her lips into a thin line. She swiped the scroll from their grasp, muttering something that resembled thanks, then turned on her heel, making her way toward the nearest communication panel.

The screen flickered to life, and Caris’ smirking face filled the display.

“There you are,” she said. “You’re really hard to track down, you know that?”

Lily wiped the sweat from her forehead. “Leena.” She really tried to sound friendly, but her voice came out thin, strained at best. “What can I do for you?” The words were polite enough, but they felt more like what do you want?

Caris leaned back in her chair, clearly enjoying herself. “Well, let’s see—your com tag was off, so I called the training base where you said you’d be. Turns out you rushed through all their martial arts programs with, uh, let’s call it... moderate success—”

Lily lifted a brow, shaking her head. “They passed me.”

Caris ignored her. “—then they said you left on a transport to Science Station 19, where, after some investigating, I learned you somehow blew up one of their larger chemistry labs.”

Lily crossed her arms. “That was an accident. Part of an approved training experiment. Could’ve happened to anybody.”

“Of course,” Caris said, grinning now. “And after that, did you keep pursuing your science training? Nope. Off you went to the Flight Training Center, where you crashed your way through nine different simulators. At this point, I’m starting to take your avoidance personally.”

Lily’s glare hardened.

Caris smirked. “And finally, I had to bribe a transport operator to track you down here.” She arched a brow. “A Cyranthian monastery? That’s new.”

Lily rolled her shoulders, exhaling slowly. This time, she said it out loud.

“What do you want, Leena?”

Caris’ expression shifted, the smirk fading as something heavier settled into place.

“We’re being recalled.”

Lily stilled, the weight of those words pressing into her chest before she even understood why.

Caris hesitated, just for a second. Then—

“There’s been an attack.”

The monastery felt smaller, the warm air suddenly too thick, too close. Lily’s mind raced. Somehow, she knew what was coming.

Caris’ voice remained steady, but it carried a weight that settled deep, immovable.

“Adius II.”

Lily’s stomach plummeted.

Adius II.

That was where she had just left Xynn.

Where she had left her—not in the best way.

The memory flooded her mind.

Xynn’s lips against hers, lingering, hesitant in a way that made Lily’s chest ache. The feeling of her fingers curled lightly against Lily’s wrist, not pulling her back, not asking her to stay—just hoping.

And Lily had turned away.

She had turned, walked down the boarding ramp, walked away from Xynn without looking back.

Caris’ lips were still moving, but Lily’s ears rang, a static whine filling her head, muffling everything. The air felt thick, suffocating, like cotton stuffed between her thoughts.

She had walked away.

Without looking back.
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​Chapter 1: Hear Not the 
Voice of the Oppressor
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THE STORM IS OLD. ANCIENT beyond reckoning, born from the breath of stars that died before the first pulse of life. It drifts through the galaxy with the slow, unhurried grace of an immortal wanderer, its heart a churning cauldron of memory and dust. It has seen worlds rise and fall, watched civilizations bloom and wither, their histories swept away like the pale sand on desert winds.

If it could speak, its voice would be a chorus of whispers, the echoes of a thousand dying suns. It would tell of the time it danced through the rings of a gas giant, scattering ice crystals like diamonds across the void. It would murmur of the world it passed a century ago, a green jewel cradled in the arms of its star—now a blackened cinder, its name lost to the silence. The storm remembers. It holds the secrets of creation within its swirling depths, a vault of ancient truths hidden behind veils of dust and ice.

It is composed of a thousand elements—carbon dust from shattered comets, ions that crackle with electricity, and tendrils of plasma that weave through the maelstrom like the fingers of a cosmic god. Gases both familiar and alien swirl within it—hydrogen and helium, yes, but also viridion vapor that glows with a sickly green light, and zephyrite, a gas so thin and cold it bends starlight around it. And within the heart of the storm lies dark matter, a gravitational whisper that pulls at the fabric of space itself, bending time into spirals that twist and fold, concealing secrets older than light.

The storm is vast, its tendrils reaching across light-years, and it moves with the inevitability of a tide. It is not malicious, nor is it kind. It simply is. A force of nature, a cosmic leviathan drifting through the void.

It remembers other storms, in other times and places. Tempests that split the skies of primitive worlds, their lightning illuminating the faces of creatures that no longer exist. Torrential rains that fed crops and nourished the land, the sweet scent of petrichor rising from the soil, a promise of life renewed. And yet, in the same breath, it recalls the howling gales that shattered mountains, the hurricanes that swallowed villages whole. Winds that drove wooden ships across unknown seas, propelling discovery and adventure—yet those same winds turned violent, twisting vessels into splinters, consigning entire crews to the black depths.

A storm is neither good nor evil. It is both creator and destroyer, the bringer of life and the harbinger of death. It carves valleys and fills lakes, but it also leaves behind desolation, a silent testament to its power. To the storm, time is meaningless. It moves through ages and epochs, untouched by the rise and fall of empires, unchanging even as stars burn out and collapse into themselves.

And now, the ancient storm moves again, drifting through the cosmos with its slow, deliberate rhythm. It will pass through this sector, as it has before and will again, its path indifferent to the lives it touches. It carries within it the whispers of long-dead worlds and the promise of rebirth, a cosmic wheel that spins without mercy or malice. Who can say where it will bring life or extinguish it? Who can know the good and the bad it will do?

But just ahead of the storm, a colony is burning.

The Saravethi settlement on Adius II, nestled in the valley between the white stone cliffs and the turquoise sea, is engulfed in flame. What was once a place of laughter and light, of ancient stories shared beneath the sunlit sky, is now a hellscape of smoke and ash. Buildings crumble under the weight of fire, their skeletons silhouetted against the glowing horizon. The air is thick with smoke, the scent acrid and bitter, mingling with the salt of the sea.

The storm drifts closer, ancient and unknowing. It moves with the inevitability of all things beyond mortal control, a force that cares nothing for kingdoms or lives or the flicker of hope that once burned here.

For now, it watches, waiting just beyond the horizon, its swirling depths reflecting the flames below. And in its heart, the storm holds the memory of other fires, on other worlds, long since turned to dust.

The storm is old. It has seen this before.
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Lily’s fingers gripped the edge of her seat, knuckles white as the shuttle shuddered through the turbulent atmosphere of Adius II. The roar of the engines was deafening, but it was nothing compared to the rapid thud of her heart. Her chest felt tight, and she struggled to breathe as she watched the storm-torn clouds churn beyond the viewport, their angry tendrils swirling like living shadows. Lightning crackled within the blackened skies, illuminating the skeletal remains of the colony below—a place she had once known as a sanctuary, now scarred and broken.

The shuttle lurched, and Lily’s stomach flipped. Her mind raced, unbidden thoughts clawing at her resolve. What if Xynn was hurt? What if she hadn’t made it to the shelters in time? What if Lily was already too late?

She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to push the images away. Memories flooded back, unwelcome and vivid. She could still see Xynn standing on that balcony, the golden light of the twin suns reflecting off her hair as she teased Lily about her horrible cooking skills. They had spent hours wandering the market stalls, laughing over strange fruits and sweet pastries. It had been peaceful, safe—a brief illusion of normalcy.

And now it was all gone.

The shuttle jolted as they passed through another wave of turbulence. Lily’s eyes snapped open, her gaze locking on the ruins below. It was hard to reconcile the desolation with the memories of vibrant life she carried within her. Craters pocked the ground, debris scattered like broken shells. Smoke rose in thick, black columns from shattered structures, twisting upwards to merge with the storm clouds. The market was nothing but rubble now, the colors and laughter replaced with gray ash and silence.

Her hands trembled as she reached for the harness release. It was too quiet. Too still.

“We’re coming in low,” Malik’s voice cut through the static of the comm. “Stay sharp. No enemy activity on sensors, but the storm is wreaking havoc on our readings. Visibility’s next to nothing.”

Lily forced herself to nod, even though no one could see her. She unbuckled her harness and stood on unsteady legs, her body vibrating with tension as the shuttle angled down toward the landing zone. Through the viewport, she could see the outlines of familiar buildings, their walls charred and crumbling. Her throat tightened. She had walked those streets with Xynn, hand in hand, talking about everything and nothing at all.

Now those streets were filled with smoke and shadows.

The shuttle touched down with a jarring thud. The ramp hissed, lowering to reveal the chaos outside—wind howling through broken windows, ash swirling in the air like snowflakes. The acrid scent of burning metal and scorched earth filled her nose, bitter and suffocating.

Lily stepped out, her boots crunching on shattered glass. The air was thick, heavy with smoke and dust. Her eyes stung, tears forming involuntarily as she fought to breathe. The world felt muted, sounds distorted and distant, as if she were moving through a nightmare.

She moved quickly, her body operating on instinct even as her mind raced. She knew this place too well. The layout was burned into her memory, every alley and side street familiar from her month spent here with Xynn. Her feet carried her without hesitation, weaving through the wreckage, dodging fallen beams and twisted metal.

The world was gray, colorless—except for the fire. It burned with a violent, hungry light, devouring everything it touched. As she moved deeper into the ruins, she could hear the distant cries of survivors, the groans of structures straining under their own weight. But she couldn’t stop. Not yet. Not until she found—

A flash of movement caught her eye, and Lily’s heart skipped. She spun around, her breath catching as she saw her.

Xynn was there, framed against the flames, her silhouette sharp and unyielding. Her face was streaked with soot, eyes narrowed with determination as she pulled a child from the wreckage, guiding the young Saravethi toward safety. Her voice was steady, calm despite the chaos, soothing the terrified child as she pushed them forward.

For a moment, Lily could only watch, frozen by a mix of relief and awe. Of course Xynn would be here, in the thick of danger, sticking her neck out without a second thought for her own safety. It was just who she was—brave, fearless, maybe even a little reckless, though she’d never admit it beneath all that discipline.

Then Xynn turned, her eyes locking with Lily’s, and everything else fell away.

The relief hit Lily so hard she nearly staggered. Her chest ached, and she realized she had been holding her breath. “Xynn!” Her voice cracked, raw with fear and desperation. She moved forward without thinking, pushing through the smoke, her legs weak with adrenaline.

Xynn’s eyes widened, and for a heartbeat, her expression was one of pure shock. But then her lips curved into a crooked, breathless smile. “You’re late,” she called, her voice cutting through the chaos. “I was starting to think you forgot about me.”

Lily’s laugh was broken, half a sob. “Not a chance.” She reached Xynn in three long strides, her arms wrapping around her before she could stop herself. Xynn’s body was warm and solid, grounding her in a reality that still felt too fragile to trust.

They pulled apart just as quickly, a brief, unspoken understanding passing between them. There was no time. Not now.

Xynn’s eyes softened, a flicker of worry breaking through her resolve. “The shelters are overrun. We need to get these people out—now.”

Lily nodded, her voice steady despite the fear clawing at her insides. “I’ve got you. Let’s move.”

Together, they turned toward the burning colony, shadows dancing across their faces as the flames crackled behind them. The storm growled overhead, its ominous presence drawing closer, and Lily could feel its weight pressing down on her, cold and ancient.

But Xynn was here, alive and fighting. And as long as they were together, Lily could keep going.

They ran into the chaos, side by side, the storm’s howling winds chasing them through the ruins.
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The shuttle’s engines hummed softly, a steady vibration that traveled through the metal floor and into Lily’s bones, grounding her as she sat shoulder to shoulder with Xynn. Her heart was still racing, the adrenaline from the rescue refusing to release its grip, but here—on this shuttle, in this moment—she felt safe. Xynn’s hand was wrapped tightly around hers, warm and solid, anchoring her against the chaos they had just escaped.

Lily glanced sideways, her gaze lingering on Xynn’s profile. Her hair was tangled, wild from the wind and smoke, and a smudge of soot streaked her cheek, but her eyes were bright, alive with that fierce determination Lily had always admired. Even now, exhausted and bruised, Xynn’s shoulders were squared, her jaw set with unyielding resolve.

Lily tightened her grip, her fingers threading through Xynn’s, and for a heartbeat, everything else faded away—the storm, the ruins of the colony, the ache in her muscles. Just this. Just them. It was enough.

She let herself lean into it, into the warmth of Xynn’s skin and the steady rhythm of her breathing. It was easy, natural, like slipping into a familiar melody. They didn’t need to talk about it. They didn’t need to define it. They were good together—perfect, even—so long as they didn’t overthink it.

Lily’s chest tightened, the familiar anxiety creeping in. Maybe it was reckless to feel this way. To want this so much. If she admitted how much she needed Xynn, how much she relied on her, then what? Would it ruin things? Would it make everything too complicated, too fragile?

She felt the words rise, the questions pressing at the back of her throat, but she swallowed them down, refusing to let them break this moment. Not now. Not when Xynn’s fingers were warm and solid in her own, grounding her in the present. She wouldn’t ruin this with what-ifs and doubts. Not today.

Lily forced herself to breathe, matching the rhythm to Xynn’s. For once, she wouldn’t analyze it. She wouldn’t question it. She would just be here, in this shuttle, her hand in Xynn’s, the storm behind them.

“...It was a suicide mission.” Caris’s voice broke through the hum of the engines, sharp and matter-of-fact. She stood at the shuttle’s front console, posture rigid, eyes locked on the control panel. “We’ve seen this before. They’re part of a cult that worships the Leviathan—an interstellar storm they believe to be sacred. They call themselves Leviathan’s Hand. To them, the storm is a divine force of nature that shouldn’t be controlled or defied.”

Lily blinked, forcing herself to focus. Caris’s words were clipped, efficient, but there was a heaviness to her tone, an undercurrent of anger just beneath the surface.

“They see any attempt to defend against the storm as blasphemy,” Caris continued, her fingers dancing over the console as she checked the ship’s systems. “It’s not about conquest or resources. It’s about punishment. A warning to anyone who tries to resist what they believe is the will of the universe.”

Lily’s stomach turned. She remembered the faces of the colonists—the fear in their eyes, the way they clung to each other as they scrambled into the shuttles. They hadn’t been soldiers or rebels. They’d just been trying to survive.

Caris’s face remained serious. “Not picking up anyone else on sensors. Looks like they took themselves out along with half the colony.”

Xynn’s grip tightened on Lily’s hand, and Lily felt a shiver run through her. She glanced out the viewport, watching the swirling gas clouds twist and curl with purple and magenta light against the darkness of space. It looked alive, coiling around the planet like the fingers of some ancient creature. The air outside was electric, charged with the hum of energy, and she could feel it pressing in, cold and heavy.

Malik’s voice broke through the tension. “Leviathan,” he said, the storm’s name falling from his lips with a kind of fearful reverence. “It passes through Union space every two hundred years or so. Every planet it touches suffers massive disruptions to weather patterns and seismic activity. It’s no wonder so many myths and traditions have sprung up around its movements. It’s the stuff of legends.”

Caris shot him a look, her jaw tightening. Malik shrugged, his expression stubbornly thoughtful. “You have to admit,” he said, his voice almost persuasive, “it’s a force of nature worth respecting.”

Caris’s eyes hardened. “Respecting it to the point of murdering half a colony of civilians?” Her voice was sharp, incredulous. Malik’s shoulders slumped, his defiance crumbling as he sank back into his seat.

Caris turned back to the console, her movements brisk and purposeful. “No other hostile vessels in the area. Just us and the storm.” Her words were final, heavy with a sense of foreboding.

Lily shuddered, tearing her gaze from the swirling clouds. Just them and the storm, she thought. Her chest tightened, a coldness settling in her bones. Then her eyes met Xynn’s. There was no fear there, only a quiet, steady resolve. Xynn squeezed her hand, her thumb brushing gently over Lily’s knuckles, and Lily felt her heart stutter, warmth spreading through her chest.

Xynn didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. Her presence was enough, a silent promise that she was here, that they were in this together.

The shuttle jolted as they docked with the Salamander, and the spell broke. Xynn’s fingers slipped from hers, and Lily felt the loss like a sharp ache. She took a breath, forcing herself to stand, her body stiff with exhaustion. But there was no time to dwell on it—there were people to help, tasks to organize, a job to be done.

As the ramp lowered, Caris glanced over her shoulder, her expression softening just slightly. “You did good, Lily. You too, Xynn. You saved a lot of lives today.”

Lily swallowed, nodding. “Thanks, Leena.”

Xynn’s lips curved into a small smile, her eyes flicking up and down Caris flirtatiously. “Just doing my part.” She straightened her posture, her grin widening as Caris looked back over her shoulder, a flicker of curiosity in her gaze.

As soon as Caris was out of earshot, Xynn’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “I see why you like spending so much time with Caris. Oh, sorry... Leeeena,” she teased, drawing out the “e” sound with a wicked grin.

Lily’s face heated, and without a second thought, she elbowed Xynn in the ribs, just hard enough to knock the wind out of her. Xynn’s eyes went wide in mock indignation before she doubled over, laughing. Lily couldn’t help herself—she laughed too, the tension loosening just a little.

Together, they moved down the ramp, stepping into the chaos of the hangar bay. The air was filled with shouts and static from comms, refugees milling about in confusion. Lily’s instincts kicked in, and she threw herself into the work, guiding people toward their transports, organizing the chaos into something resembling order.

She nearly collided with Alrek as he led a group of injured Saravethi toward the medical bay, his expression focused but gentle as he helped an elder onto a stretcher. His eyes brightened when he saw her. “Lily! Did you find Xynn? I hope she’s okay.” His tone held only the slightest hint of forced concern, guarded but genuine.

Lily nodded warmly. “Yeah. She’s okay. Thanks for asking.” Her voice softened. “It’s good to see you.”

Alrek’s shoulders relaxed, his smile genuine. “You too.”

Without hesitation, Lily wrapped her arms around Alrek in a quick hug, briefly surprising him before he returned the embrace, his grip like a vice. Reuniting with family across space and time. They pulled apart with a shared strength passing between them, an unspoken promise that they would keep moving forward, no matter what lay ahead.

Alrek’s gaze drifted back to the injured, his expression growing serious. “I need to get them to the med bay.”

“Yeah. Never a dull moment.” Lily’s voice was steady, but her heart felt lighter. “See you later, Alrek.”

He nodded, his eyes smiling as he turned away, his shoulders squared with determination as he led the Saravethi toward safety.

A little later, she found Xynn near the shuttles, her arms crossed as she scanned the crowd, her expression thoughtful. Lily hesitated, the words catching in her throat, but Xynn approached her, eyes brightening.

“You know,” Xynn teased, her voice light, “we really need to stop doing this.”

Lily blinked, thrown off balance. “Doing what?”

“Saying goodbye like this.” Xynn’s eyes danced with amusement. “I keep getting on transports, and you keep staying behind to save the day. It’s getting a little cliché, don’t you think?”

Lily laughed, the sound breaking through the tension coiled in her chest. “Yeah. Definitely getting old.”

Xynn’s smile softened, her expression growing serious. “I’ll see you soon. Try not to get yourself killed, okay?”

“I could say the same to you.”

They shared a kiss, brief and bittersweet, warm and gentle. But it was the look afterward that lingered, a silent conversation held in the space between them. A promise. A hope. Words they couldn’t say aloud.

Xynn’s eyes shone, her smile a little sad as she pulled away, stepping onto the transport. The doors slid shut behind her with a soft hiss, sealing her away from Lily once again.

Lily watched as the large rescue transport powered up, lifting off the deck with a low hum. The air around her felt colder, emptier, as she stood there, arms wrapped around herself. She knew there was more work to do, but she stayed a moment longer, watching as Xynn was carried away, farther and farther, on a ship the size of a small city, flying away from her at impossible speeds.

She waited for the inevitable blur of the transport entering light factor, the sharp flash as it slipped away into the stars. But it didn’t...

As the transport neared the storm’s edge, something wasn’t right. The lights of the rescue vessel began to flicker, stuttering out like dying embers.

Lily’s heart dropped. She took a step forward, her pulse quickening as the transport wavered, caught in the storm’s shadow. The darkness coiled around it, tendrils of gas swirling like fingers, tightening their grip.

Lily’s heart dropped. She took a step forward, her pulse quickening as the transport wavered, caught in the storm’s shadow. The darkness coiled around it, tendrils of gas swirling like fingers, tightening their grip.

Then, as if emerging from the storm itself, a massive black ship appeared. Its hull was angular, sharp lines cutting through the darkness with an unnatural elegance. It moved like a shadow, slipping free from the storm’s tendrils as if born from them, its surface glistening with the storm’s electric light. It was vast, dwarfing the transport as it loomed overhead, a silhouette of cold, merciless power.

Lily’s breath caught. She tapped her com tag. “Bridge, what’s going on with transport Alpha-Three? And... what is that ship coming out of the storm?”

Calan’s voice crackled over the comm, tense but controlled. “Lily, the transport lost power—we don’t know why. What ship?”

Lily’s eyes were wide, her heart hammering. “I’m looking out the starboard viewport, sir. There’s a massive ship emerging from the storm... it looks like... like it’s materializing. Emerging through a portal of some kind. It’s coming out of nowhere.”

There was a pause, static hissing through the channel. Then Dryst Amaris’s voice cut through, low and grim. “I’ve opened up the viewing port. I can see it with the naked eye... but it’s not showing up on the scanner feed. If you hadn’t been looking right at it, we never would have known...”

Before Lily could respond, a bright light flashed outside the viewport. She squinted against the sudden glare, her stomach twisting as the black ship pivoted, its sleek hull reflecting the storm’s eerie glow. There was no warning. No comm hail. Just a split second of silence before the space around them erupted.

The ship fired, beams of searing energy lancing out from its cannons. The blasts slammed into the Salamander’s hull, tearing through the plating as if it were paper. The deck shuddered violently, a gut-wrenching jolt that threw Lily sideways. She crashed against the wall, pain exploding in her shoulder as the ship groaned, metal straining under the impact.

“Shields down to twenty percent!” a voice shouted over the comms, panic rising. “Multiple hull breaches on decks four and five!”

Lily struggled to her feet, her vision spinning. The air was filled with the acrid scent of burning circuitry, sparks raining down as panels exploded. Gas hissed from ruptured conduits, filling the corridor with a thick, chemical fog.

“Raise the shields!” Calan’s voice was sharp, commanding. “Divert all power to defense systems! Return fire—target their weapon arrays!”

But the black ship was relentless. It fired again, a barrage of energy bolts slamming into the Salamander’s hull, sending shockwaves through the ship. The deck lurched beneath Lily’s feet, and she grabbed at the railing, her knuckles white as she held on.

She had to get to the bridge. She had to help.

Lily turned, sprinting toward the service corridor, her boots echoing off the metal floor. She could hear the comms crackling with frantic voices, orders overlapping as the crew fought to keep the Salamander intact. Her heart pounded, her lungs burning as she reached the ladder that led up two decks to the bridge.

She reached out, fingers brushing the cold metal rung—then her stomach lurched, and her feet lifted off the ground.

Gravity was gone.

Lily’s body twisted, her limbs flailing as she drifted upward, her shoulder bumping against the ceiling. Her heart raced, panic seizing her chest as she struggled to move, to push herself back toward the ladder, but there was no friction, nothing to anchor her. The world spun, a nauseating whirl of smoke and flashing lights.

Then, just as suddenly as it had vanished, gravity returned.

Lily fell. Hard. Her body slammed to the floor, pain jolting through her bones as she hit the metal deck with a thud. The impact drove the breath from her lungs, her vision darkening as she gasped for air. Her head spun, the sharp taste of copper on her tongue.

Through the haze of pain, she caught a glimpse of movement outside the viewport. Her heart stuttered, the cold grip of fear tightening around her chest.

The black ship was extending its tractor beams.

Lily pushed herself to her knees, her body screaming in protest as she dragged herself toward the viewport. She watched, helpless, as the beams latched onto the transport, the energy crackling as it pulled the powerless vessel toward the black ship’s massive docking bay.

But it wasn’t just the transport. The black ship’s reach was enormous, its tractor beams stretching out like fingers, wrapping around the smaller rescue shuttles and medical ships scattered nearby. They, too, were drawn in, powerless against the ship’s overwhelming force.

Lily’s chest tightened as the realization sank in. This ship was feeding off the storm. It was drawing power from Leviathan itself.

A roar of energy surged through the corridor as another panel exploded behind her, flames licking at the walls. The Salamander shuddered, its hull groaning as the black ship fired again, a final barrage of energy blasts that sent the ship listing to the side.

Then, through the flames and the smoke, Lily heard it—a voice flooding the Salamander’s comm systems, cold and metallic, yet eerily human.

“You have encountered the Warden of Tarshish,” the voice intoned, its tone lofty and grave. “My crew and I are the Storm Riders. You can expect our demands post haste.”

The black ship began to turn, its massive form pivoting back toward the storm, its hull shimmering with Leviathan’s light. The tractor beams tightened, pulling the captured ships into its hold. Then, with a whisper of darkness, the black ship vanished, swallowed by the swirling storm.

The storm moved on, rolling out of the system like a tide retreating from the shore. The Salamander was left in its wake, crippled and listing, its hull scarred and broken.

Lily stood in the dark, her fingers curled around a railing, her body trembling as she watched the last traces of the storm fade into the void. She remembered the briefing before they embarked, how they’d called this a routine rescue mission. A routine mission...

“Heinyaz-yajunzi,” she muttered under her breath. Alrek pegged it. What a jinx.
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​Chapter 2: Buried Minas
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THE HOOD SCRATCHED his face as they pulled it off roughly, the leather scraping against his skin, leaving a raw sting. But the relief of having it gone outweighed the pain. He sucked in a sharp breath, his chest heaving as the nauseating sweetness of the leather finally loosened its grip on his senses. Even now, the scent lingered, clinging to his nostrils, mixing with the salt of sweat and something else—petrichor and briny.

He blinked, his eyes straining to adjust to the dimness. Shadows danced across his vision, swirling with the steam that hung heavy in the air, curling in languid tendrils around his shoulders. The room was vast, a cavern of shadows and smoke. Spotlights punctuated the darkness, their cold, white beams slicing through the mist, revealing circles of light evenly spaced, too deliberate to be random. His eyes tracked them, his mind automatically calculating. A dozen, maybe more. They stood like silent sentinels, arranged in perfect intervals, about two meters apart, stretching into the distance.

His first thought was a warehouse—vast and empty, the kind that swallowed sound and space. But this didn’t feel industrial. It felt ancient, cavernous, like the hollowed belly of some long-forgotten beast. The lights continued, fading into the gloom, their reach extending farther than his eyes could follow, swallowed by the darkness.

His gaze darted from one spotlight to the next, searching for clues, patterns, anything to reveal the room’s true nature. But the beams illuminated nothing of substance. No walls. No ceiling. No exit. Just a sea of shadows, swirling in the fog, hiding whatever lay beyond. The air felt heavy, pressing in around him, cold and vast, as if the room itself were alive, watching, waiting.

Salt hung thick in the air, sharp and biting, mingling with the scent of fetid rust. It stung his eyes, pricking tears that welled up and refused to fall. Sea water. He could taste it on his tongue, coating his mouth with every shallow breath.

He tried to shift his weight, his body screaming from the strain, but his wrists were bound tightly behind him, the rope cutting into his flesh. His shoulders ached from the unnatural angle, his muscles cramping, his legs trembling with the effort to remain upright. The chair was metal, cold and unyielding, bolted to the floor. There was no give, no room to maneuver. He was trapped.

He craned his neck, struggling to see the figure who had removed the hood, but his range of motion was limited, the pain in his shoulders sharp and unrelenting. Movement flickered in his periphery—a shadow emerging from the steam, drifting closer.

The silhouette halted several paces away, just beyond the nearest spotlight, a shape carved from darkness. There was something wrong about the way it stood, shoulders hunched at unnatural angles, limbs too long, the outline wavering as if the figure were vibrating, shimmering in and out of reality.

A voice slid out of the shadow, gravelly and shrill, cutting through the haze with cruel precision. “Well, Veyrik, you’ve certainly earned our attention. Here we are.” The words were drawn out, each syllable dripping with a sickly amusement. “I assume there’s something on your mind you wanted to consult about?”

Veyrik swallowed, his throat dry, the salt burning as it slid down. He forced his voice to remain steady, a light tone laced with mockery. “Hell of a way to welcome someone.”

The blow came swift and merciless, cracking across the side of his head with enough force to send his vision spinning. His ears rang, pain blooming in his temple as his head snapped to the side. He tasted blood, copper and salt mingling on his tongue.

A low growl rumbled behind him, heavy and menacing, vibrating through the metal chair. Veyrik’s pulse quickened, a shiver running down his spine. Whoever stood behind him was massive—he could feel the heat radiating from its body, the shadow looming like a mountain at his back.

The shadowed figure’s voice slithered through the steam, silk and gravel. “Be careful, Veyrik. Xon is... very protective of me. He fulfills his programming perfectly—to defend me from any threat, no matter how small.”

The figure’s shoulders twitched, a shudder rippling through its form, its head tilting at an unnatural angle. “I had no idea how holistically he would apply that command. A delightful surprise, really.”

Cold sweat beaded along Veyrik’s neck, his pulse thundering in his ears. He swallowed the mouthful of blood, a smirk on his face despite the pain. “So, what do you want to talk about?”

The shadow leaned forward, the steam swirling around its face, almost revealing features before retreating again. “Brazen,” he paused, “very brazen, and foolish. You’ve been following my men. You’ve been trying to access my research.”

Veyrik’s jaw tightened, his silence a deliberate defiance. A hand like iron clamped around his fingers, twisting them back, bending them against the joint. Pain lanced up his arm, white-hot and searing, and his vision went black for a heartbeat. He choked back a scream, his teeth grinding as the pressure increased, the bones straining, on the verge of snapping.

The figure’s voice was a whisper, soft and venomous. “I could have Xon pull your fingernails out, one by one, if that would make you more talkative.”

Veyrik’s breath came in ragged gasps, the pain stealing his voice. He forced himself to lift his head, his eyes blazing with rage. But when the figure stepped into the light, his courage faltered.

It was like watching a nightmare come to life.

The flesh on the figure’s face peeled back, splitting at the seams, revealing glistening sinew and bone beneath. The skin tore open in a thousand places, thin strips of tissue hanging loose, swaying as the figure shuddered. Muscles pulsed, raw and exposed, contracting with each movement. The jawbone stretched, teeth elongating, yellow and jagged, gnashing as a guttural growl escaped the gaping mouth.

The eyes—bright green and impossibly sharp—bored into Veyrik’s, unblinking and cold. They were the only part of the face that remained unchanged, piercing through the horror with a focus that was disturbingly human.

The figure’s body twitched, convulsing as the skin continued to peel away, revealing a patchwork of muscle and bone. The flesh looked like gray rubber bands, stretched too thin, barely holding the monster together.

Then, as abruptly as it had begun, the transformation reversed. The figure’s chest heaved, the torn flesh knitting itself back together, muscles retracting, bones shifting. The grayness faded, color returning to the skin, smoothing into a visage almost human. The eyes softened, the teeth shrinking, the jaw relaxing.

Almost human. Almost normal. Almost enough to make Veyrik forget what he had become.

The figure’s lips curved into a smile, the green eyes locking onto Veyrik’s with predatory intensity. The voice was soft, chillingly calm. “Shall we proceed?”

-
[image: ]


The ladder was cold against her palms, the metal slick with condensation as Lily climbed, her body aching from the strain. Her shoulder throbbed where she’d hit the bulkhead, a sharp reminder of how close she’d come to breaking her neck. Pain shot through her with every movement, a cruel jolt of gratitude that she was still standing, still breathing. She hauled herself up the final rung, her muscles trembling, and staggered onto the command deck, her knees
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