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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Crystal 
 
      
 
    Black flags bearing the silver Starlatten emblem crack and snap in the warm winds on tall pewter poles, as crowds gather around the towering palace gates. Resting my forehead against the thick glass, I stare, transfixed by the symmetry of the three interlocking circles which represent our moons, a star gleaming from the top, as they rise from a half sun. My gaze moves to the assembling masses stretching out below; a rippling sea of faces. Today is a day of mourning. Today marks one orbit since the attack on the Galastasia.  
 
    Warm air whips in through an open window above and my eyes drift shut as it caresses my face. A soft humming rises from the crowd and as it drifts in through the window on the wind, I open my eyes, watching the flags fight against the pale green sky. It’s our funeral song. 
 
    We are the dust of stars. 
 
    We shine so bright. 
 
    We love and are loved, 
 
    Bright sparks in the night. 
 
    Shine until we burn out, 
 
    Returning to dust. 
 
    We return to the stars. 
 
    Remember; we must. 
 
    I let the gentle melody wash over me. It’s comforting to see the people still care so deeply about me and my family. Of course, today isn’t just for my family. Pain clutches at my chest at the thought of the two thousand men, women and children who also died that day.  
 
    A cloud passes across the bright white sunstar and in the shift of shade, I catch my reflection in the glass. My eyes widen at the tear on my cheek. I hadn’t realised I was crying. Reaching to wipe it away, I take a shaky breath, my exhale fogging the glass. It’s dangerous having so many people congregated at the palace. The rebels might see. They might attack. My eyes scan the crowd as though I might be able to pick out Zarbilian soldiers lurking amongst the mourning citizens.  
 
    After the attack on the Galastasia, the rebels took control of Starlatten in a barrage of power, fire and death. Stajahl, the capital city, is the only region of Starlatten that remains untouched by the rebels. Not far from the palace is the Starellia cavern. If the Zarbilian rebels discover it, they’ll gain access to an unfathomable amount of amulet stones. It would mean the end of everything.  
 
    Despite the horrors occurring outside the city, my heart swells at the steadfast faith of the people. Their faith in the royal family. In me. Standing here, looking out at the crowds, I can almost feel my parents standing at my side; tall and proud, their crowns catching the sunlight. My lips curl into a smile at the thought.  
 
    It pains me that the people think I’m dead. No one seems to know for sure whether the Zarbilian rebels know I’m alive. It’s unlikely Cadicus Kain was able to tell them I survived the attack, and if they don’t know, Commander in Chief Risiki and the ambassadors want to keep it that way. 
 
    Part of me longs to open the doors and step out onto the balcony to address the people as I’ve watched my parents do so many times before. Not that I have any idea what I’d say. I just know it would be appreciated. It would give them hope. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it.”  
 
    I don’t look up. “How could you possibly know what I’m thinking?” 
 
    “I know exactly what you’re thinking. You’re thinking you should go out on that balcony and give the people hope.” 
 
    I push myself from the glass and turn to face Jaik. “Why would I be thinking that?” 
 
    “Because that’s the kind of person you are.” He walks over and leans against the warm glass beside me, fixing me with his bright green stare.  
 
    I smile and shake my head, turning back to the window. My fingers reach for my curls out of habit but fall back to my side when they don’t find them.  
 
    “Your hair looks good up,” Jaik says, his eyes following the movement.  
 
    I give a faint nod in response. My mass of curls, worn high, trailing down my back, is a reminder of my daily training. On Earth, I was weak in more ways than one. Cadicus ran circles around us and if it hadn’t been for Jaik and the element of surprise with his amulet, we would have all been killed. I won’t allow that to happen again. I can’t. 
 
    Every morning, I meet with my trainer, Master Tomu. He’s also a master in amulet arts, so following two hours of combat training, we work on amulet skills. My arms and stature bear the results of my training and I feel strong. On the outside, at least. No one needs to know what a crumbling mess I am on the inside.  
 
    “How was your training session this morning?” 
 
    “You’d know if you turned up,” I scold gently. 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” Jaik holds his hands up in surrender. “I got caught up in a strategy meeting with Risiki.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I squint up at him. Since we returned home, Jaik has been following in his father’s footsteps, learning the ins and outs of our government with me. “There was a strategy meeting without me?” 
 
    Jaik grimaces, running a hand through his wavy sandy brown hair. He’s grown it out and it suits him. “I’m not supposed to talk to you about it.” 
 
    I glare at him. “I am your queen. If you don’t tell me, I’ll go and find Tarin and make him tell me.”  
 
    “Okay, Okay.” Jaik steps toward me, his voice soothing. “The reason you weren’t involved is because it’s about your grandparents.”  
 
    My heart stutters.  
 
    Before the invasion, my grandparents lived in Dehjawl, a quiet city not far from Stajahl. It was badly damaged in rebel attacks and no one is sure how many people have survived. Teams have been trying to find survivors, but as the city is under Zarbilian control, it’s a slow and dangerous process. 
 
    “Your grandmother is alive,” Jaik says, his eyes sparkling. He reaches up and squeezes my shoulders. “It’s not all good news though. I’m afraid your grandfather was killed in the first wave of attacks.”  
 
    I stare through Jaik, my heart fracturing as I picture my grandfather’s cheery round face permanently creased in laughter. My father’s father. My mother’s parents died before I was born. 
 
    “Tarin is leading a team of our best Dyja to get her and bring her here,” Jaik continues, his eyes trying to catch mine. “They left last night.” 
 
    “Oh,” I manage.  
 
    I’ve all but written off the idea of family and to find out I might actually get to see my grandmother again is hope I’m not sure I’m strong enough to bear. There’s just so much that could go wrong. The Zarbilian are powerful, cold and calculating, with weapons unlike any Starlatten has ever seen. Even if the Dyja are successful in rescuing her, they’ll have to make certain they aren’t followed back to the capital. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Jaik asks, his green eyes dark with concern. 
 
    “I think so,” I murmur. The feeling of loss is so constant, I’m not sure if I feel any different. Is it possible to feel emptier when you’re already hollow inside? 
 
    “Come here, Queenie.” He pulls me toward him, and I lay my head against his chest, closing my eyes as his strong arms hold me close. His heartbeat strong and steady against my ear, I wrap my arms around him and savour the feeling of safety. 
 
    It took a while, but we’ve forged a new friendship on Starlatten. Jaik is funny, kind and usually knows what I’m thinking, even before I know myself. My gut tightens as I recall the first few lunar cycles after we returned, and I try to push the guilt back to the dark corner I keep it in. I’d been so angry with him.  
 
    Turning my head, I exhale and stare at the horizon. Somewhere out there, Tarin is leading a team across enemy lines. 
 
    When I arrived back on Starlatten, I was assigned four Dyja to guard me around the clock. It drove me to distraction, so I begged Risiki to allow me some space. It was then that Tarin stepped forward. The youngest of the Dyja, at only twenty-two orbits, I had all but dismissed him as an apprentice. He knelt before me, looked me in the eye and told me his brother had been the Dyja who gave his life to get me to the evacuation deck that fateful day. When he asked if he could have the honour of being my protector, I stared into those determined, dark blue eyes and knew he would keep me safe.  
 
    Over the past few lunar cycles, however, Tarin has become more than just my personal guard. He’s now one of my closest friends. We talk, train and laugh together. I also adore his husband, Fahr, who is one of the palace medics. I swallow, my heart pounding at the thought of him out there at the mercy of rebel forces. If anything happens to him… 
 
    “He’ll be fine.” 
 
    I lift my head, staring up at Jaik in disbelief. “Would you stop doing that?” 
 
    “Sorry.” He grins. “You’re really easy to read.” 
 
    Smiling at him, I shake my head before leaning back against his warm chest. In the palace courtyard, the crowds are still swaying, their amulets glowing softly, like a thousand rippling rainbows. As if in response, my own amulet warms purple against my skin. If only I could let them know that hope is not lost. 
 
    Inspiration hits me like a lightning bolt. “I know what I can do.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?”  
 
    Jaik keeps his arms around me, but I feel him tense. I can’t tell him. He’ll try to stop me for sure.  
 
    Staring out over the swaying, humming throng of people, I pull the power of my amulet through me. Purple light floods through my veins as I use the energy to push a message out towards them all.  
 
    Be strong, people of Starlatten. May the stars bless you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you would do something so reckless!” 
 
    Sitting at the long silver table, I try to quell the heat blazing across my chest and clawing at my cheeks. “The people need hope. I didn’t think it would be such a big deal.”  
 
    Commander Risiki paces backwards and forwards in front of me, his face a close match to the purple of my amulet. “If there are any Zarbilian spies in the city, they now know you’re alive!” 
 
    “How would they know it’s me?” I reason. “It’s not like everyone would recognise my voice.”  
 
    Risiki stops and stares at me for a moment before shaking his head and resuming his pacing.  
 
    In the seat beside me, Jaik coughs. “She does have a point.”  
 
    I give him a small smile of thanks. Perhaps it had been the wrong thing to do, but it felt right at the time. Of course, I hadn’t been expecting the ripple effect it caused. As soon as I pushed the words from my mind, the crowd fell silent. I’m sure I stopped breathing. Moments later, people started cheering and waving at the gates, the sombre atmosphere of the anniversary replaced with euphoria.  
 
    It had taken the best part of the day for the Dyja to calm the crowds and urge people to return to their homes. 
 
    “The point is,” Risiki continues, sitting down on a large metallic chair that only accentuates his short stature, “we are trying to keep you safe. If everyone knows you’re alive, it makes my job a lot harder.”  
 
    I groan, throwing my hands up in frustration. “What is the point of me being alive, if I can’t do my job?” 
 
    “And what exactly do you think your job is?” Risiki sits forward, lacing his fingers together and fixing me with his sharp brown eyes.  
 
    “I’m the queen,” I reply, my chin high in an attempt to hide the squirming feeling in my gut that comes from saying the words I still can’t quite accept. “My job is to protect the people of Starlatten.”  
 
    Risiki gives a small smile. “If the Zarbilian find out you are here, they will attack the city. Is that keeping the people safe?” 
 
    “The Zarbilian are going to attack the city anyway.” I scowl. “It’s only a matter of time. The people will be better prepared to fight if they have hope.”  
 
    Risiki stares at me for a moment, his face unreadable. Then his eyes begin to crease at the corners and a laugh ripples from his lips. His reaction takes me by surprise, and I turn to Jaik in confusion. He shrugs, as puzzled as me.  
 
    “Oh, Your Majesty.” Risiki smiles, his eyes sparkling with laughter. “You are so like your father.”  
 
    I raise my eyebrows apprehensively. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “King Jeru was also led by such passion,” he explains, the laughter fading to sadness. “He always put the people before himself and his personal safety.” 
 
    My heart clenches. “You miss him, don’t you?”  
 
    “We all do, Your Majesty,” he says. “I can only imagine how painful it must be for you.” 
 
    I nod, unable to find the words needed to respond.  
 
    Risiki seems to sense this and stands. “What’s done is done, Your Majesty. The people are indeed ‘invigorated’ by your message. We’ll subtly increase the Dyja presence around the palace and monitor the situation.” He bows low and leaves the room.  
 
    Jaik blows out a long slow breath. “Well that was intense.”  
 
    “You can say that again.” Standing up, I stretch before heading for the door. Behind me, Jaik leaps to his feet to follow.  
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “It’s been a long and emotional day.” I smile. “I’m going to try to get some sleep. I’ve got an early training session with Tomu in the morning.” 
 
    Reaching out, I give his arm a gentle squeeze of gratitude before turning and heading to my quarters.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Jaik 
 
    I sit up, gasping for breath, my damp hair plastered to my forehead. Tears sting as I press the heels of my palms into my eyes, trying to quell the darkness shaking my body.  
 
    A sob bursts from my lips and I wrap my arms around my knees, trying to push the emptiness away. I haven’t had that dream for a few nights and I really hoped it was gone for good. Endless empty metal corridors. Running, chasing after evasive, warm purple light. Cold and unwanted. So alone.  
 
    It’s only a dream though. I’m not alone. Rocking slightly, my eyes screwed shut, I repeat my mantra. I don’t need a shrink to tell me what the dream’s about. Drawing a shuddering breath, I stretch and lie back down, my sweat now ice cold against my skin.  
 
    From the second Risiki woke us on the ship back from Earth, Crystal wasn’t able to look at me. When we reached Starlatten, she purposely avoided me and when our paths crossed, she either ignored me completely or refused to look me in the eye.  
 
    I tried to explain to her—to apologise. I had to do what I did. There was no other way. We needed to get home. There was no way Dylan was going to come with us.  
 
    After a while, I started to wonder whether I made the right choice coming back at all. I’m used to being alone and feeling unwanted—Cadicus saw to that—but returning to Starlatten was supposed to be a new start and I was so filled with hope. The idea that I was even more alone than before, nearly destroyed me.  
 
    Pushing the feeling the dream has wrapped around me away, I try to concentrate on the present. Crystal smiling at me. The feeling of her arms around me and her cheek against my chest. The touch of her hand on mine as she laughs at my jokes. I’m not alone.  
 
    Above me, the white ceiling swirls grey in the darkness. Tarin and the team will be moving under cover of night right now. I hope they’re okay. The fear in my stomach warms as I imagine Crystal’s joy at getting a piece of her family back.  
 
    She’ll never admit it, but Crystal is deeply scarred by the events that unfolded on Earth. I suspect Cadicus haunts her sleep. He haunted my days and nights for seven years and I recognise the shadows in her eyes. Knowing that he’s dead and I avenged my mother’s death has brought me some semblance of peace, but what would bring me real peace would be finding my father. Rebels took Galeania not long before we arrived back on Starlatten and there’s still no word yet on whether he’s still alive.  
 
    With a yawn, I roll over onto my front and close my eyes. I should really get some sleep. I don’t want to miss another training session. Slowly but surely, sleep drapes over me like a blanket.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Sitting on a stool at the side of the room, I watch as Crystal and Tomu train. I was never really interested in combat as a child and the fighting I took part in on Earth seems crude and clumsy compared with this.  
 
    Tomu is incredible. He isn’t much taller than Crystal, but he’s a wall of solid muscle. His bright blue eyes stand out in his pale face and his bald head shines with the exertion of the fight. Crystal crouches opposite him, her light-brown skin glistening, and her eyes narrowed in concentration. My heart swells. She is everything. 
 
    Blinking, I try to focus on the sparring in front of me. Every time Tomu makes a move to kick or hit Crystal, she deftly ducks or steps out of the way. At first glance, it appears she’s merely light on her feet, moving with the grace of a ballerina. It’s only when a particularly quick attack comes her way that it’s noticeable: both feet leaving the floor.  
 
    Using your amulet’s telekinesis on your own mass is an incredible skill and I have to admit, I marvel at the speed Crystal has taken to it. Of course, I pretend not to notice how obsessive she’s become, and I never mention her visits to the training rooms to train alone in the middle of the night.  
 
    Thank the stars for Askara, Tomu’s daughter. She’s a little blonde fireball and she single-handedly picked Crystal up and put her back together. They were almost instantly inseparable and when I first saw her make Crystal laugh, I knew everything was going to be okay.  
 
    “Can I step in, Father?” 
 
    I look up in surprise to find Askara standing next to me. “Speak of the devil!” I laugh.  
 
    She stares down at me, her face blank. “The what?”  
 
     “Forget it.”  
 
    “Oh…Is it one of those Earth things?” She rolls her brilliant blue eyes before turning her attention back to the centre of the room. “Can I step in or not?”  
 
    Tomu grins and bows before Crystal. “If Your Majesty wishes?”  
 
    Crystal laughs, her breathing heavy. “I’m at a bit of a disadvantage, Kara, but sure.”  
 
    “Yeah, Kara. Just take my place.” I sigh. “It’s not like I’ve been waiting or anything.” 
 
    Kara punches me on the shoulder. “I’ll fight you next if you want. There’s no way you’re ready to take on Crystal anyway.”  
 
    I open my mouth, a retort on my lips, but stop as I notice the teasing glint in her eyes. “Whatever.” I sit back and cross my arms, trying to pretend I’m not as bothered as I am. “Just make it quick.”  
 
    Crystal manages another twenty minutes of intense sparring before leaning forward, her hands on her knees as she tries to steady her breathing. Even from across the room, I can tell she’s buzzing from the adrenaline. Combat training makes me feel focused and in control and I know she feels the same.  
 
    Kara bounces on her toes and stretches. “You okay?” 
 
    Crystal looks up and smiles. “Yes. It was a good session.”  
 
    “It was indeed! You’re getting really good.” Kara grins, touching her toes. “Father says he’s not had a student as naturally talented as you in orbits.” 
 
    Crystal shakes her head. “That’s only because he’s such a good teacher.” 
 
    “And I’m such a good combat partner?” Kara prompts, running a cloth over her face, her short blonde hair dark with sweat.  
 
    “Of course!” Crystal laughs, adjusting the tie of her deep purple robes. 
 
    They suit her, the robes. After we returned from Earth, the once familiar robes customary in Starlatten felt loose and foreign. Even though Crystal had only worn Earth clothes for a week, she agreed. She set about working with the palace clothmasters to create more fitted robes consisting of a wraparound top and loose trousers. They’re not only comfortable but you can fight in them. Risiki wasn’t keen on the changes, but she stood her ground. To her credit, the design has proven quite popular and several others have since adopted the style. 
 
    “Looks like you’re up, Jaik.” 
 
    I grin at Tomu, who turns and heads to the mats. “Great!” 
 
    Jaik? 
 
    I look up at the sound of Crystal’s voice in my head. She meets my gaze from across the room. 
 
    We’re going to go and wash, but do you want to meet us for food after? 
 
    Sure. I nod. I’m just going to have a quick session with Tomu, so I’ll meet you up there. 
 
    My blood pounds in anticipation of the session and I relish the joy flooding through my system as I unwrap my black tunic top and toss it to the side. Something catches my eye and I glance over to where Crystal and Kara are collecting their things. My breath hitches as I find Crystal paused, her towel in hand as her eyes rove over the muscles on my chest and torso. I’ve always been in good shape, but now with proper food and training, I’m in the best shape of my life. I stretch my arms behind my head, ensuring my biceps flex to their fullest. Her gaze wanders to my face and as she meets my gaze, I wink.  
 
    Crystal’s face pales, her eyes wide with dismay at being caught. She throws me a half shrug and rushes from the room, almost smashing into the doors as they part before her. Pushing down a chuckle, I turn to face Tomu, crouched and ready. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Crystal 
 
    “What was that?”  
 
    I pick up a piece of shiny pink fruit, purposefully avoiding eye contact. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    Sitting across from me at the small table in the palace kitchen, Kara sighs, poking at the pile of grains in her bowl. “Please be careful.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I place my elbows on the table, hoping my blank expression hides the pounding shame in my chest. 
 
    “Cut the glambak.” Kara shakes her head. “You know Jaik is head over heels in love with you.” 
 
    I stare, unsure what to say. I suspected, but no one’s said the words out loud before. “But I’m not in love with Jaik.”  
 
    “Exactly.” Kara breaks the stare and takes a sip of her drink.  
 
    I watch her for a moment more before making an attempt to return to my food, silence heavy around us. We eat in the kitchen because it feels ridiculous eating in the enormous dining hall when there’s only a few of us in the palace. Now, in the smaller kitchen, I’m trapped as the awkwardness hangs over us; an unwelcome replacement for the comfortable, amicable silences we’re used to. 
 
    I speak first, unable to take it any longer. “It’s not my fault he feels that way. I’ve made my feelings perfectly clear.”  
 
    Kara snorts. “I’d say drooling over him isn’t the clearest of messages.”  
 
    “I was not drooling over him!” I protest, hoping Kara won’t notice the pink creeping up my neck. 
 
    “He’s such a good guy.” Kara groans. “You make such a great couple.”  
 
    I shake my head. “He’s not—” 
 
    “Dylan,” Kara finishes. “I know.” 
 
    My heart clenches at the sound of his name and I swallow, my eyes burning as they focus on the edge of my plate.  
 
    Kara pushes her food around her bowl for a moment before raising her eyes. “So, you’re just going to stay alone and heartbroken forever? I mean, Dylan’s in another solar system, so…” 
 
    I shove my plate away, powerless to stop the tears from forming and unable to hide them as they make their way down the sides of my nose.  
 
     “Oh, Crystal. I’m sorry.” Kara stands and moves to sit next to me. “You know I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s just so infuriating watching you throw away a great thing because of someone you’ll never see again.”  
 
    A sob escapes my throat and I curse out loud. I can strengthen my powers and my body, but my heart seems beyond repair. Growling, I scrunch my fingers in my still-damp curls and will the tears to stop. 
 
    “Ugh.” Kara groans. “I need to stop talking. I really am sorry.” 
 
    Wiping away the tears, I take a shaky breath. I’m stronger than this.  
 
    “I’m fine. It’s fine.” I take another breath. “I just—” 
 
    “I hope you left some food for me!” 
 
    The unfinished sentence hangs between us as Jaik strides into the room, his skin glowing from his wash. He takes one look at my tearstained face and Kara’s arm around my shoulders and stops. I think for a moment he’s going to say something, but then he seems to change his mind and turns and walks out the room.  
 
    I groan, wondering if I should reach out to him, asking him to come back.  
 
    “You know,” Kara says, sitting back and folding her arms, “I didn’t like you when I met you.” 
 
    I choke on my mouthful of water, my eyes wide. “Excuse me?” 
 
    She sits forward, her blue eyes fixed on mine. “I was so excited when father and I got moved to the palace after our village was attacked. He’s been training Dyja here for orbits, but I’d never set foot in the palace grounds. I grew up hearing about Crystal, the princess of Starlatten, seeing you at events and imagining what it would be like to be part of the royal family.  
 
    “I was so upset when I heard about the Galastasia. The whole planet was. It was like a black cloud settled over everything. It was awful.” 
 
    I grip my cup. I haven’t really thought about that part: the lunar cycles that passed when I was asleep in the escape pod on my way to Earth, when the planet thought I was dead. A chill runs down my spine.  
 
    “When I found out you were alive and arriving back at the palace, I was beyond excited,” Kara continues. “But then you arrived. You wandered around, your eyes glazed, not talking to anyone. I mean, I understood. You’d lost your family. What I couldn’t understand, was why you were so damn mean to Jaik, who had arrived with you. I watched as he tried so hard to be there for you and you shut him out.” 
 
    Painful guilt churns in my stomach, and I bite the inside of my mouth until it hurts. I want to tell her to stop talking. I don’t want to know this. I know I was awful to Jaik. I know. He deserved it though. When he dragged me away… he… I swallow and force myself to meet Kara’s gaze.  
 
    “Jaik started training with my father so I ended up talking to him. I wanted to know what he’d done that was so bad the princess couldn’t even look at him. He told me what happened on Earth. I think he was relieved to have someone to talk to. Someone who would listen to the awful things he’d been through. He was so lonely, Crystal. Broken. He still is. 
 
    “When I found out you were treating him that way because he forced you to leave before you lost the chance, I couldn’t believe it.” 
 
    I open my mouth to argue, but Kara puts a hand on my arm and shakes her head.  
 
    “Let me finish,” she says. “So, I decided to get to know you. I figured maybe if I could get you to talk to me, I could get you to talk to Jaik and then he would be a little less broken. I was prepared for a stuck up, sullen princess.” Kara smiles and moves her hand to mine, squeezing my fingers. “When I convinced you to come to that first training session, a part of me really wanted to knock you onto the mat a few times. Well, you know the rest. You weren’t spoiled and you weren’t horrible. I did get you to speak to Jaik, and I like to think he’s a little less broken.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me all this?” I ask, my heart aching with each guilt-wracked pulse.  
 
    “Because,” she sighs, “if you make him think he has a chance, you might break him beyond repair. I love you both and I can’t let you do that to each other.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” I whisper.  
 
    Kara squeezes my hand. “Not intentionally, I know. Just think things through carefully. It’s been almost an orbit since you saw Dylan. You spent, what? A week together? Have you maybe just built it up in your head? Was it really that good? Is there a chance you’ve romanticised it a bit? Think of all the time you’ve spent with Jaik. Think of how well you know each other. You’ve made it perfectly clear today that you find him attractive.” She sits back, her eyebrows arching under her blonde hair. “Do you really feel nothing?” 
 
    I exhale, a numbness creeping through my chest. Kara watches me, expectantly, but I don’t have an answer. Shaking my head, I meet her gaze, flinching at the hope I see in her eyes. “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the doors part before me, I cringe inwardly as everyone stands. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it. Nodding at Commander in Chief Risiki, I walk into the large circular room and take my place in between the six government officials at the head of the sprawling table. My chair is a smaller replica of the official throne, consisting of clear intertwining wires which shimmer like stardust.  
 
    As soon as I take my seat, everyone follows, except the twelve Dyja lining the towering glass walls of the room, their heads covered by red hoods. I seek out Jaik. He gives me a tight smile before turning his attention to his hands, and my heart sinks.  
 
    Kara’s words swirl in an endless circle in my mind and I try to look at him. Really look at him. His face serious, his green eyes are dark as he stares down at the table. I mean, he’s really good looking. He was attractive on Earth, but with his neglected pallor replaced by a healthy glow and his hair, a soft wave, he’s even more so now. As my mind flits to Dylan, and the well-played montage of our time together, my heart aches and my stomach flutters in response. I don’t feel that way about Jaik. My shoulders sag at the realisation. Maybe I’ll feel that way about someone else in the future, but right now, here, it’s not Jaik.  
 
    “Your Majesty.” Risiki clears his throat and I jolt from my thoughts. “There are several matters we need to discuss today.” 
 
    “Is there any news from Dehjawl?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m afraid not. However, I have every confidence in our team.” He holds my gaze. “They will find Lady Marisha and bring her back safely.” 
 
    I attempt to keep my face neutral, but Risiki’s confidence doesn’t quell my concern. I debated contacting Tarin last night but decided not to. If I was the reason he got caught…  
 
    I look around the table. “Let’s begin.”  
 
    Slowly raising my hands, hovering them above the table, I push the energy from my amulet towards the centre. Jaik and the officials do the same, sending their own invisible streams of energy toward the centre where a small glowing sphere appears. It hangs in the air, catching the light as it begins to revolve. Binding consciousness during official meetings is a Starlatten tradition. It makes it extremely hard to withhold information and keeps a record of what is said. 
 
    Risiki speaks first, his voice echoing in my head. The first order of business is the advancement of the Zarbilian rebels.  
 
    My heart skips a beat at the word ‘advancement’. How far away from the city are they? 
 
    We are managing to keep them at a distance, Second Commander Lutek answers, her sharp blue eyes flitting between Risiki and me. However, I don’t think they are trying their hardest to break through our defences.  
 
    Why wouldn’t they? Jaik asks.  
 
    I don’t know. Lutek answers uncertainly. I can only assume they’re up to something. 
 
    I frown. A question has been burning in my mind for days and I’ve been too scared to ask. Perhaps this is the time to risk it. Do we have any information about why the rebellion actually started? 
 
    My question is met with silence. I look at the faces around the table and note that everyone is concentrating on the sphere, avoiding my gaze. I push on. I mean, this has been going on for orbits hasn’t it? Cadicus Kain tried to infiltrate our government seven orbits ago when he kidnapped Jaik. Why? 
 
    In the strained silence, I sense something fleeting. A word? An image? Something someone isn’t quite managing to hide. Before I can fully grasp it, Risiki speaks.  
 
    They want power, Your Majesty. Amulets are only for people born and living on Starlatten. The Zarbilian grew envious of our abilities and our peaceful life.  
 
    I look at Jaik, willing him to look at me. It can’t be that simple, can it?  
 
    Some people just want what they can’t have. 
 
    My eyebrows shoot up at Jaik’s response. Zarbilian rebels killed his mother. Why doesn’t he want to get to the bottom of this as badly as me? I resolve to talk to him alone later. That is, if he’ll speak to me.  
 
    Second Commander Lutek, Risiki continues. If you could keep us updated on any developments at the border? 
 
    It looks like I’m not going to get any answers today. I try to bury my disappointment and frustration and concentrate on the rest of the meeting, but I can’t. Cadicus’ last words echo on a loop in my mind and my mind pulses with questions. He said I’d never seen Zarbilian and he was right. I’ve looked, but I can’t find any images stored anywhere.  
 
    Have we heard anything from the team headed for Ankaria? Risiki asks. 
 
    The familiar name draws me back to the meeting. Ankaria is the planet the Galastasia was heading for when it was attacked. What do you mean? I interject. What team? 
 
    If the Zarbilian are as strong as we think they are, we will need support from elsewhere. Ankaria has always been a good friend to Starlatten. Risiki bows his head in apology. Just after Your Majesty arrived back, I sent a small team on a mission to Ankaria to ask for their military support in the war.  
 
    I’m at a loss for words. Despite the unrelenting aura of death and fear hanging in the air, it’s the first time I’ve heard the word ‘war’ used. The realisation makes my head spin. Have I really been that sheltered at the palace? So naïve? 
 
    How did they get past the rebels? Jaik asks. 
 
    Risiki turns to look at him. We have a small Zarbilian craft we managed to commandeer when they first invaded. Our team were able to safely leave Starlatten, and our orbit, before they could be questioned.  
 
    I can’t help but frown. That sounds extremely dangerous. 
 
    We have to take risks, Your Majesty. If we want our planet back, we need help. 
 
    Jaik leans forward on the table. So, have we heard from them? 
 
    Secretary Jetar coughs beside me, the noise jarring amidst the stillness of our telepathic meeting. We haven’t heard from them since they left our orbit.  
 
    The silence is palpable.  
 
    Have we tried—Risiki starts.  
 
    We’ve tried everything, Secretary Jetar finishes, his round face bereft.  
 
    I look between them, my mind racing. So, what do we do? 
 
    No one answers my question and I realise there’s something more than sadness being shared between the men and women around the table. 
 
    What’s going on? I demand. It would make my job as queen a whole lot easier if people would stop hiding things from me.  
 
    Who is on the mission? Jaik asks. Staring at Risiki, his face is unreadable.  
 
    Why does it matter who’s on the mission? I wonder. If they’re in danger, it’s awful no matter who’s on the ship. 
 
    Commander? Who is on the mission? Jaik asks again.  
 
    Risiki sinks a little in his seat. Dyjas Borja, Greig and Tomak. 
 
    Confusion floods me and I stare at Jaik, searching for answers. His face has blanched but his eyes flicker with anger as he glares at the Commander in Chief. What is going on? I don’t know Borja or Greig, but Tomak was on the ship that brought us back to Starlatten. Understanding hits me with an ice-cold thud to the stomach.  
 
    Tomak knows I’m alive.  
 
    I watch as Risiki’s eyes drop to the table. If the Zarbilian have intercepted the ship… 
 
    We don’t know anything for sure, Second Commander Lutek speaks up. We can’t scan or search as freely as we would like, as we can’t risk any communications being intercepted, so finding them is proving harder than it should. She meets my worried gaze, her short silver hair catching the light of the revolving sphere between us. Just because we haven’t found them yet, doesn’t mean we won’t.  
 
    After a brief silence, the meeting continues with the remaining orders of business. I try hard to concentrate, but my head is flooded with questions. I need to find out more about the Zarbilian and I need to know what’s going on with Jaik. Now.  
 
    It feels like a lifetime later when we break the sphere and begin to stand, the meeting adjourned. Feeling drained, my eyes stay focused on Jaik. I know he’ll try to leave without speaking to me and I’m not going to let that happen. 
 
    I’m not entirely sure why he’s giving me the cold shoulder. He might feel awkward at walking in on my crying, but it’s not as if it’s an unusual occurrence. He should be used to it by now. Part of me wonders if he knows what I’ve been thinking about; what I talked to Kara about. Pushing the notion from my mind, I slip amongst the officials until I’m at his side. 
 
    “Jaik?” 
 
    His shoulders tense as he turns to face me. “Yes?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?”  
 
    “Nothing’s wrong with me.” He straightens his tunic as he watches the people filing from the room. 
 
    I move so I’m standing right in front of him. “Why wouldn’t you look at me?” 
 
    As the last few officials leave the room, closely followed by the towering Dyja, he exhales, leaning against the table. “Why do we need eye contact in the middle of a government meeting?” he asks, finally meeting my persistent gaze as the meeting room door slides shut, leaving us alone. 
 
    “Don’t make it sound like I’m being childish,” I snap. “You know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Guilt flashes across his face. “I’m sorry. I just knew we could talk after the meeting.” 
 
    “The Zarbilian rebels.” I fold my arms across my chest. 
 
    “Yes.” He growls, his fingers gripping the edge of the table. “I’m furious with Risiki. Why would he send Tomak on that mission? He’s put you in danger and I’m not going to let him forget it.” 
 
    “Like Lutek said, perhaps they’re just out of range,” I remind him, also trying to convince myself. “Or maybe there are technical difficulties with the communication equipment.” 
 
    Jaik grunts in response.  
 
    “We need to find out more about the Zarbilian,” I whisper. 
 
    “Why?” Jaik shrugs, folding his arms. “They’re just a power-mad bunch of murderers who want what they haven’t got.” 
 
    I step closer, forcing him to look at me. “Why are you dismissing this? You know it’s more than that. Cadicus was a cold-hearted evil murderer, sure. But he wasn’t stupid. There’s a bigger reason and I want to know what it is.” 
 
    Jaik’s face clouds as he considers the possibility. 
 
    “Have you ever seen what Zarbilian is like?” I press. 
 
    “No.” He frowns. “I don’t think I have.” 
 
    “Why did people from Starlatten colonise it? Why would they leave here, only to go somewhere so close? It’s not as if our planet is overpopulated.” I reach out and place my hands on his folded arms. “I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 
    “I think you might have ‘something’,” he concedes. “But we need to be really careful about how we investigate this.” 
 
    “We?” I grin.  
 
    Jaik shakes his head and smiles. “Sure. We.” 
 
    I smile back, relief soaking through to my core that he’s no longer being off with me. “Where shall we start? Can we gain access to the government archives? I must have access as queen, right?” 
 
    He holds up his hands. “Woah! Slow down. It’s late and I’m starving after that meeting. Why don’t we go and find Kara and get some food? We can start our investigation in the morning when we’re rested. It’s not like the rebels are going anywhere.” 
 
    “Fine.” My shoulders sag in disappointment. “Tomorrow.” 
 
    As we head out the door, he gives me a friendly nudge. I look up and smile. For the first time since being back on Starlatten, I finally feel like I’m heading in the right direction.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Crystal  
 
    Cool water cascades over my head and shoulders, elongating my curls until they cover my spine. Closing my eyes, I savour the feeling of my burning muscles unravelling as the liquid caresses my skin. I couldn’t sleep last night; the usual concoction of amber eyes in blackness, blood spreading out across concrete floors and blinding lights that tear me away, ripping me into a million pieces.  
 
    Inhaling, I push the memory of the dream aside. It was still dark when I snuck down to the training room to practice levitation. I managed to stay off the ground for several minutes before exhaustion won.  
 
    Opening my eyes, I hold my hands in front of me and watch as the water pools and spills between my fingers. I can’t explain it, but water somehow makes me feel closer to Earth. Perhaps it’s because it’s linked to so many memories. The smile that lights my face as I remember soaking my friends in Sera’s kitchen lasts no more than a second before my memory calls up another image. My breath hitches as I picture Dylan, standing in the doorway, his face filled with concern as droplets of water drip from his hair onto his shoulders and down his bare chest. 
 
    “Crystal?” 
 
    My eyes fly open at Jaik’s voice and I cover myself with my hands before remembering the opaque glass wall to the water room that hides me from view. 
 
    “I’m just washing,” I call out. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt,” he says. “It’s just, there’s news and I know you’ll want to hear it right away.” 
 
    I glance at the panel on the wall and the water halts. My eyes search for my towel, but before I can ask, one appears over the top of the wall. I grab it and wrap it around me, uncomfortably aware that Jaik is somewhere on the other side of the door. Tiny bubbles of anger start to rise in my chest. He should have asked me via amulet for permission to come into my room.  
 
    As the door opens, I’m ready to tell him exactly how annoyed I am at the invasion of privacy, but I halt, finding him standing right at the back of the room, his back to me.  
 
    “Are you decent?” he calls out. 
 
    I shake my head in frustration. “As decent as I can be when interrupted mid-wash.” 
 
    “Like I said,” Jaik says, turning to face me. “It’s news you’d want to…” 
 
    I pull the towel tighter around me as his words trail off, his eyes taking in the sight of me standing, dripping onto the floor. “Jaik! Do you mind?” 
 
    “Sorry.” He coughs, dragging his eyes back to my face, his cheeks pinker than before. His embarrassment doesn’t last for long, however as he grins. “At least we’re even now.” 
 
    I’m ready to throttle him. “Will you just tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “Oh!” His eyes widen. “Tarin’s back.” 
 
    There are too many questions to choose from. Is he okay? Did they find my grandmother? I stare at Jaik’s face, searching for clues.  
 
    “He’s fine,” he says, stepping forward. “They found your grandmother. She’s in medical being checked over.” 
 
    My eyes prickle with tears. I have family. I hadn’t let myself believe, but now it’s reality. My grandmother is in the same building as me.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Jaik asks, stooping so his eyes are level with mine.  
 
    I nod, but the tears are escalating, and I bring my hand to my mouth as my trembling lips threaten to release the build-up of sobs in my throat.  
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, Jaik closes the gap between us, pulling me into his arms. I allow a few sobs to escape before taking a deep breath and blinking the tears away. When I step backwards out of his embrace, the front of his tunic is soaked.  
 
    “I’m okay,” I say. “Thank you. I’ll get dressed and head down to medical.” 
 
    He reaches out to touch my face but drops his hand to his side instead. “I’ll see you down there.” 
 
    I watch as he leaves, the doors sliding shut behind him. Kara’s right. He is a great guy. Finding my grandmother is another step toward normality. Toward the way things were before. I decide there and then to start making an effort to leave the past in the past. It’s time to start moving forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Marisha Akinara has always been a strong and confident woman. As queen, she ruled for forty orbits before handing the crown to her son, Jeru, my father. Even in her later orbits, I was in awe of her confidence. During her visits, her throaty laugh would echo down the corridors announcing her presence and the scent of her perfume would linger long after she left the room. The last time I saw her, her thick, long black curls intertwined with grey had covered her shoulders, her dark copper skin accenting her bright, sparking brown eyes. 
 
    Now, in the quiet blue calm of medical, there is no sign of Marisha Akinara. The woman in the bed before me is small and frail, with lifeless curls more white than black and skin more silver than copper. Standing in the doorway, I linger, trying to find some sign of my grandmother in the wan figure surrounded by medics.  
 
    “She’s been through a lot, remember.” 
 
    “Tarin!” I turn and throw my arms around my towering friend’s waist. “I’m so glad you’re okay. Thank you for finding her and bringing her back safely.” 
 
    He smiles a smile that doesn’t quite reach his dark blue eyes. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I follow his gaze to where Fahr stands beside my grandmother, his eyes closed as his hands hover over her chest. 
 
    Tarin sighs. His deep red robes are dirty, and his short brown hair dishevelled. He looks tired and older than his twenty-two orbits. “She’s not doing well, Crystal. She was in a bad way when we found her, and we were followed for a while, so it took longer than anticipated to get back.” He looks down at me. “She fell unconscious before we reached the city. Fahr’s been working to heal her since we arrived, but it’s not working.” 
 
    I reach out and squeeze his arm. “At least she’s safe here. Although, you really should have told me you were going.” 
 
    Tarin grimaces. “Sorry. Fahr wasn’t pleased either.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” I laugh. “He must be so pleased to see you back safely.” 
 
    He glances over at his husband before staring down at his feet. “Well, we haven’t managed to speak to each other yet. He’s been in there from the second we got back.” 
 
    I frown. Fahr’s one of our leading medics, but he’s not the only one. I catch the eye of another medic watching nearby. Could you please go and take over from Medic Fahr? I ask. I’d like to speak to him about my grandmother’s condition. 
 
    The medic gives a quick bow and hurries across the room, where he whispers something to Fahr. We watch as he lowers his hands, disorientated as the other medic takes up his position.  
 
    “Fahr,” I hiss. “Over here!” 
 
    Tarin grins and squeezes my hand. “Thank you.” 
 
    I watch, beaming, as Tarin scoops Fahr up into his arms, holding him tight before placing him back on the ground and kissing him tenderly. Fahr’s not a short man, but most people are dwarfed by Tarin’s Dyja height. 
 
    “Don’t you ever disappear like that again,” Fahr scolds before turning to fold me in an embrace. “I haven’t slept since you left.” 
 
    Tarin has the good sense to look bashful. “It’s my job.” 
 
    “No,” Fahr corrects. “Your job is to look after Crystal. There are plenty of other Dyja that could have led the mission.” 
 
    I watch, grimacing as they face each other, shoulders squared. “I agree, but he’s back now and I’m incredibly grateful.” I reach out to touch Fahr’s arm. “I’m sure my grandmother will be too, when she wakes up.” 
 
    Fahr glances over his shoulder at my grandmother, raking a hand through his short dark hair, before turning to me. “She’s in an extremely deep state of unconsciousness. I can’t get through.” 
 
    I take a small step into the tranquil room. “What’s wrong with her? Is she injured?” 
 
    “She was in a series of caves in the Manteja Mountains,” Tarin explains. “We found a group of around forty people who had fled Dehjawl during the invasion. They were malnourished and suffering from being in the damp and darkness for so long.” 
 
    My eyes widen at the thought of my regal grandmother hiding in a damp mountain cave. “How long had they been there?” 
 
    “They don’t know for sure.” Tarin shakes his head. “One thought it may have been several weeks.” 
 
    I try and fail to imagine living in the dark, terrified and starving for so long. “What happened to my grandfather?” I ask. “Does anyone know?” 
 
    Tarin tilts his head as he looks at me, as though trying to figure out whether to tell me. I force a smile. “I can take it.” 
 
    He nods. “When the Zarbilian stormed Dehjawl, they did so with force. They used weapons to level buildings in an attempt to show power and spread fear. Your grandfather was in one of the government buildings they targeted first.” 
 
    Turning to stare at my grandmother’s unmoving form, I mull this new information over. It makes sense. My grandfather never really retired, always keeping partially involved in the political goings on. He said it kept him young. I just know he would have been one of the first in the conference room, helping plan defence strategies when the attacks started.  
 
    Fahr places his hand on my arm. “I’m going to go back and help. Maybe with more amulets we can heal her enough to wake her safely.” 
 
    I smile gratefully and he rises up on his tiptoes to kiss Tarin on the cheek before making his way back to my grandmother’s bedside. Behind us, the doors slide open and I turn to see Jaik and Kara walking towards us.  
 
    “Still no improvement?” Jaik asks, his brow creasing in a frown.  
 
    Kara places a hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “I’m so sorry, Crystal.” 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” I say, trying to sound more confident than I feel. “She’s here. That’s the main thing.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Kara nods. “It’s just a matter of time before she wakes up.” 
 
    I turn to tell Tarin to go and get some rest, but the words halt on the tip of my tongue as I realise he’s staring at Jaik, his eyes and expression showing the tell-tale signs of a telepathic conversation. It’s fine to have an aside, or reach out to someone outside of the group, but to have a one-on-one conversation while you’re with others is considered extremely rude. 
 
    I cough, my hands on my hips. “Do you mind?” 
 
    Tarin starts, mortified. “I’m so sorry!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I say, my eyebrows raised at his overreaction. “I’m just concerned you have something to talk about that you can’t say in front of us.” 
 
    Tarin glances at Jaik, his eyes pleading. Frustration builds in my stomach and my fists clench at my side. I turn my focus to Jaik. “What’s going on?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Nothing. I was just congratulating Tarin on a successful mission and telling him he needs to go clean up and get some rest. He looks awful.” 
 
    Tarin snorts. “Thanks, Jaik.” 
 
    I hold Jaik’s stare, but he doesn’t falter. “Why didn’t you just say it out loud?” 
 
    “You and Kara were talking,” he explains calmly. “I didn’t want to interrupt you and I honestly didn’t think it would be this much of a big deal.” 
 
    I know he’s lying. I just can’t figure out why. He’s right about Tarin though. Looking at him now, he looks like he might collapse at any second. “Jaik’s right. You need to go and get some rest.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asks. “What if you need me?” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. “Well you abandoned me to go on a secret mission for the last few days, so I think I’ll be okay.” The look on Tarin’s face is priceless. “I’m joking!” I give him a playful shove. “Please go. Sleep.” 
 
    As Tarin reluctantly departs, I turn to Kara. “What are you doing for the rest of the day?” 
 
    It’s only for the briefest of seconds, but I notice the small look she shares with Jaik.  
 
    “I’m going to help my father with some jobs,” she says. “I’ll see you for the evening meal?” 
 
    “Jobs?” I ask. “What jobs? What’s going on?” 
 
    Kara shakes her head, raising her arms as she turns to leave. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Once the doors close behind her, I wheel around on Jaik, my mind racing. “What’s going on? Is it something to do with my grandmother? Tell me right this instant, Jaik! If you’re hiding something from me –” 
 
    “Woah!” He reaches out and puts his hands on my arms. “It’s nothing like that, I promise.” 
 
    “But it’s something?” I eye him suspiciously. 
 
    “I want to show you something,” Jaik says, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Will you come with me?” 
 
    I gasp, suddenly filled with excitement. “Is it something to do with our investigation? Did you find something out? I was going to suggest we get started –” 
 
    “Crystal!” Jaik laughs. “It’s nothing to do with that. Please trust me. Come on.” 
 
    “What if…” I turn to look at my grandmother, surrounded by medics, the soft glow of their amulets illuminating her in a hazy rainbow. 
 
    He puts his hand on my shoulder and squeezes, before taking my hand. “If anything happens, they’ll contact you immediately. We’re not going far.” 
 
    With a sigh, I allow him to lead me from the room. Of course, we won’t be going far. I haven’t left the walls of the palace since we arrived.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Jaik 
 
    Our footsteps echo along the empty corridors as I lead Crystal forwards. She frowns at the lack of Dyja at the entrances and my heart hammers in my chest. She glances up at me and I force myself to look ahead.  
 
    When we reach the door, I stop. “After you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Crystal stares at the small hand-operated doors which function as a side entrance to the sprawling palace gardens before looking up at me, her eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Why are we here?” she asks. “Are you playing some sort of cruel joke on me?” 
 
    “No!” I say, my eyes widening in horror. I place a hand on the small of her back and push her toward the door. “Open it.” 
 
    Throwing me another wary glance, Crystal pushes open the door. When it gives way with no resistance, she gasps. “What’s going on?” 
 
    My heart still shaking me to my core, I reach out and take her hand, leading her into the sunshine. As she sinks her toes into the soft lilac grass, her face lights up with joy and my heart might burst at the sight of it.  
 
    Above, the warm sun beats down on us as a gentle breeze moves small clouds along the light green sky in front of two of the three moons. Crystal closes her eyes, turning her face to the warmth of the sunstar and I long to reach out and brush her cheek, but I don’t. Instead, I tug her hand, pulling her forward.  
 
    “Come on,” I say. “Follow me.” 
 
    Leading her down the sprawling white steps and into the gardens, we wind our way through the maze of shrubs and brightly coloured blossoms, their scent filling the air with intoxicating scents, until we reach a large expanse of grass that has clearly been neglected since the invasion. Soft blades of pale purple grass reach up to our knees as they sway and rustle in the breeze.  
 
    Lying down in the tall grass, I motion for Crystal to do the same. She stares at me for a moment, before shaking her head and joining me.  
 
    “Is this what you were talking to Tarin about?” she asks.  
 
    I stare up at the sky. “I have no idea what you mean.” 
 
    It takes everything I have to keep my gaze focused on the clouds as I feel her eyes on me. I inhale, the sweet smell of prasalia filling my senses as Crystal turns away to look up at the sky. Does she remember? Of course, the main reason for this is because I know how hard she’s found not being allowed outside, but it’s not a coincidence that this is as close as I can get to recreating the memory from when we were twelve.  
 
    Out the corner of my eye I feel her staring at me again. Trying to keep my breathing steady, I turn my head to look at her. The sun has painted her gold and her eyes shine with so many emotions I can’t pin them down.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispers.  
 
    I smile and brush the back of my hand against hers. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    She stares at me, her eyes searching, and I wonder if she’s going to say something more. Instead, she laces our fingers and squeezes before turning and staring back at the sky, her hand still in mine.  
 
    I’m sure she must be able to hear the insanely loud hammering of my heart. It’s all I can do not to get up and dance. I’ve worked so hard on gaining her trust back since Earth. Little by little, I can feel us growing closer. Today has been a week’s worth of preparation and it almost fell through when Tarin was sent on the mission to Dehjawl. I’ve only ever wanted to make Crystal happy and I know I can, if she’d just let me. 
 
    We lie there, beside each other until I feel her shiver. I squeeze her hand one more time before letting go and sitting up. “Come on. We should go back inside.” 
 
    Crystal sits up, confusion written across her face. “Why?” 
 
    “We’ve been out here ages.” I laugh. “I managed to get you a sliver of freedom, not a whole day.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes before glancing at the sky, noting the sunstar is a lot lower than when we arrived. “I must have been really lost in thought,” she mumbles.  
 
    I reach out and trace the backs of my fingers down her arm. “You’ve got a lot to think about.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asks, her eyes widening a fraction.  
 
    “You’re the queen.” I shrug, my gaze fixed on hers. “You have a lot of responsibility.” I’m sure she knows that’s not what I meant, and I wonder whether she’s brave enough to push it.  
 
    “Does Risiki know about this?” 
 
    I swallow a sigh. Of course, she won’t push it. “No,” I say. “He doesn’t. This is between us, Tarin, Kara and a few of the Dyja.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Crystal says, taking a final look at the unkempt gardens. “It was a wonderful thing to do.” 
 
    Sitting forward, I wrap my arms around my knees, tilting my head to look at her. “You’re welcome.” I swallow, willing the next words to form before I lose my nerve. “I’d do anything for you.” 
 
    As she holds my gaze, I’m sure my heart will hammer its way out of my chest. The silence is unbearable. She must know how I feel, but I’ve never spoken it out loud. Regret swirls in my gut and I wish I could take the words back.  
 
    “You’re right,” Crystal says, breaking the gaze and looking toward the palace. “We should go back.” 
 
    I nod and stand, brushing the fragments of broken grass from my robes. Lying in the grass, I was sure I’d made progress. Now, as we walk back to the stairway in silence, I begin to wonder if I imagined it all.  
 
    By the time we reach the door, I no longer have the strength to keep the dejection from my face. Although I’m happy in the knowledge that I brought her joy today, I can’t help but feel disappointed. The fact that I’m feeling disappointed makes guilt pool in my stomach and the spiral begins.  
 
    Crystal pauses, her hand on the door as she looks up at me, her eyes questioning. It’s too late to hide the sadness splashed across my face, so I meet her gaze with full crestfallen glory. Perhaps it’s a cheap shot, but I’m tired of putting on a brave face for her. I want her to know how I feel.  
 
    Her eyes fill with concern and reaching up, she strokes my cheek. Closing my eyes, I lean into her hand, a small sigh escaping my lips at the feel of her touch. She lets her hand drop, but I catch it and bring it to my lips. 
 
    “I’ll never hurt you,” I whisper. 
 
    Pain flashes in her eyes, but she blinks, and it’s gone. “I know.” 
 
    Dropping her hand, I reach out and cup her face, my fingers trembling. I can’t believe I’m doing this. Leaning forward, I close the gap between us until I can feel her warm breath on my skin. I’m still expecting her to push me away when she closes her eyes. My heart stills as I lean in and press my lips to hers. She doesn’t push me away, but she doesn’t part her lips. Pulling back, I study her face, searching for something, anything to tell me that was the first and not the last kiss.  
 
    Crystal smiles and leans her head against my chest. I exhale and wrap my arms around her, holding her tightly. 
 
    “Thank you again for today, Jaik,” she says into my chest. “It meant the world to me.” 
 
    “Like I said.” I kiss the top of her head. “I’d do anything for you.”  
 
    We pull apart and I push the door open. Once inside the echoing hallways once more, I turn to her, unsure what to do with my limbs. “I’ll see you at training tomorrow?” 
 
    “Don’t be late,” she replies with a smile.  
 
    I watch as she turns and walks toward the elevation discs. She doesn’t look back. Frustration fills me. What just happened? Running my hands through my hair, I turn and head toward the training rooms. Perhaps physical exertion will clear my head.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Stepping through the doors to the training room, I stop in surprise as I see Kara, levitating a meter off the ground, her face screwed up in concentration. After a few moments, she drops to the ground and completes fifteen push ups.  
 
    “Mind if I join you?” I ask, stepping into the room.  
 
    Breathing heavily, Kara swings herself into a sitting position to face me. “Not at all.” She grins, pushing strands of sodden hair from her forehead. “Don’t be expecting a fight though. I’ve just finished.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” I don’t bother to disrobe as I stride over to the sparring hologram and begin punching and kicking at it with all my might.  
 
    “What did the hologram do to you?” Kara laughs. “Everything okay?” 
 
    I lower my fists and hang my head, breathing hard. “No.” 
 
    “What have you done?” Kara sighs, swigging from her water container.  
 
    Clenching my fists, I begin swinging at the hologram again. I don’t know where to begin.  
 
    “Please stop thumping thin air and talk to me,” Kara pleads. “It’ll make you feel better, I promise.” 
 
    With a groan, I turn and walk over to the wall she’s leaning against. I thump my fists against it once before sliding to the floor beside her. “We kissed,” I mutter.  
 
    “What?” Kara gasps. “When?” 
 
    “Just now. Outside in the gardens.” 
 
    Kara stares at me. “It must have gone well if you kissed. That’s amazing!” 
 
    “I thought so at first,” I say, lacing my fingers together and studying my nails. “You should have seen her face afterwards. She couldn’t get away from me fast enough.” 
 
    Kara nudges my knee with hers. “What did she say?” 
 
    “She didn’t have to say anything.” I turn to look at her, the truth bitter on my tongue. “It’s him.” 
 
    Kara exhales and turns her face to the ceiling. “I keep telling her she needs to move on.” She reaches out and squeezes my forearm. “She will, you know. You just need to be patient.” 
 
    “I know.” My stomach aches with conflicting emotions. “It’s just so hard. I know I can be everything she needs. I could give her everything she wants. Why won’t she let me?” 
 
    Kara shakes her head. “You two break my heart. You really do. It will all seem better in the morning.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” I reach out an arm and pull her into a hug. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Pulling away, I stand and make my way back to the sparring hologram. 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Crystal 
 
    Fighting through the fog of sleep, I try to place the voice pulling me from the warmth and comfort of my dreams.  
 
    “Crystal! Wake up!” 
 
    Squinting in the darkness, I find Kara standing over me. “What’s wrong? What time is it?” 
 
    She reaches out and tugs at my arm. “Come on! Get your clothes on. You need to come now!” 
 
    Still half asleep, I glance in the direction of the light panel and a soft warm glow fills the room.  
 
    “Oh.” Kara frowns. “You’re already dressed.” 
 
    I look down in confusion for a moment before yesterday’s events flood back to me, knocking the air from my lungs. My eyes are still sore from crying and I can feel the tightness on my cheeks from my tears.  
 
    Lying there in the grass with Jaik, he’d looked so handsome, his green eyes so intense and hopeful. I so wanted it to feel right. Guilt turns my stomach as my mind flits to another image: Dylan lying beside me in the grass in Sera’s garden, his gaze intense as he reaches for me. 
 
    I rub my eyes, trying to mask the beginnings of fresh tears with tiredness. It’s not betrayal if you’re never going to see the person again, right? Perhaps Jaik will feel right with time. Is it worth the risk though? If my feelings don’t change, I’ll lose him forever and I really don’t want to. 
 
    I find Kara watching me, her eyes narrowed. “Are you okay?”  
 
    “Yes,” I lie. “Just tired.” 
 
    “Eventful day?” Kara asks.  
 
    I stare at her, wondering just how much she knows. Before I can ask, her eyes fall on something tangled in my sheets. I follow her gaze to Dylan’s soft blue sweatshirt. His scent has long since disappeared, but I still sleep with it most nights.  
 
    “Come on,” Kara says, her eyes filled with sadness. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Within seconds of leaving my room, I realize we’re heading to medical. “What’s going on?” I ask. “Is she awake?” 
 
    Kara shakes her head. “Not exactly. You need to speak to Fahr.” 
 
    By the time we arrive, my breath is shallow and I’m shaking. Fahr is standing almost exactly where I left him, hours earlier, his hands above my grandmother’s frail body. As if sensing our arrival, he glances over his shoulder.  
 
    Crystal. You’re here. Come over. 
 
    Nervous energy prickles along my spine as I approach the bed. It’s so quiet and the pale blue lights are dimmed giving the room a calming feel. When I reach my grandmother’s side, Fahr lowers his hands and picks up his medipad. 
 
    “She’s not awake, but I managed to make contact with her consciousness,” he explains. “She wants to speak to you.” 
 
    I inhale sharply as I study the woman lying so still beside me. “Why don’t we wake her up? Why do I need to speak to her consciousness?” 
 
    “Her consciousness is still present, but possibly not for long,” Fahr explains, his dark eyes filled with sympathy. “She wants to see you one last time.” 
 
    “She’s dying?” My breath solidifies in my lungs. “Can’t you save her?” 
 
    Fahr looks pained. “We’ve tried everything we can, Crystal. Her body is too frail. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I swallow, taking hold of her limp, cool hand and perch on the edge of the bed, thankful that at least with my eyes closed, it will stall the falling of the tears beginning to form beneath my lashes. My amulet pulses warm against my skin as though to tell me it’s ready. Concentrating, I push the purple energy down through my hand toward my grandmother’s. 
 
    It’s dark, as expected. Not an ominous scary dark. Just a sense of nothingness. Filled with warmth and calm, I relax, trying to make out something in the abyss. 
 
    “Mamma?” I call out, the name only I call her sounding strange on my lips after so long. “Are you here?” 
 
    As the echoes of my voice vanish into the darkness, I feel a gentle hand on my shoulder. Spinning around, I find my grandmother standing before me, her smile white and wide in the darkness.  
 
    “Mamma!” I wrap my arms around her. “It’s so good to see you.” 
 
    She holds me tight, smoothing my hair with one hand. “My Crystal, I’ve missed you so very much.” 
 
    When we pull apart, we keep hold of each other’s arms, not ready to let go just yet. She looks better in here. Although greyer and more frail than when I saw her last, she looks more like the Marisha Akinara I remember. 
 
    “You’ve grown!” She smiles warmly. “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Of course, you think that. Everyone says I look like you!” 
 
    Marisha throws her head back and laughs. It’s hard to believe that in reality, she’s close to death.  
 
    “Let’s sit down,” she says, gesturing into the darkness. Two small soft chairs appear.  
 
    I reach out and stroke the plush red material before sitting down. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “We’re in my head.” Marisha shrugs, tossing her long silver-streaked curls over her shoulder. “I can do whatever I want.” 
 
    Warmth and love swirl at my core and my heart swells. “I’ve missed you so much, Mamma.” 
 
    “You’ve been through a lot.” Marisha’s expression grows dark. “I can’t imagine how scared you must have been on that primitive planet, all alone. And your parents…” 
 
    I brace myself for the familiar tug in my chest at the mention of my parents, but as I take in the grief etched on my grandmother’s face, I realise we share the same pain. I lost my parents, but my grandmother lost her son. I reach out and clasp her hand. “They were so brave,” I say. “Father tried to get as many people off the ship as possible. If it hadn’t been for his quick thinking, I would have died too.” 
 
    Marisha smiles and reaches out to stroke my cheek. “He was always good under pressure, Jeru. A born leader.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry about Pappa,” I say, taking her hand in mine. “I heard he was in one of the government buildings when the rebels attacked.” 
 
    Marisha’s eyes glisten with sadness. “He could never stay away. He will be happy to have died doing what he loved.” 
 
    “What about you?” I press. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    She shakes her head, her eyes clouding. “It was a very difficult time in the caves, Crystal. There was barely any food and what we could scavenge, went to the children. The damp and darkness got onto my chest and I,” she pauses, “I just can’t seem to make my way back. It’s like a tie has been severed and I can’t grasp it again.” 
 
    My breath catches in my throat at the sorrow in my grandmother’s voice. How awful it must be to be disconnected from your body; to know that the ship is damaged beyond repair and can carry you no further, even though you want it to. 
 
    As if sensing my pity, Marisha reaches out and places a hand on my knee. “Don’t worry about me, Crystal. Eighty-two orbits are more than enough for a happy lifetime. I only wish I wasn’t leaving you to deal with my mess.” 
 
    My head snaps up. “Pardon?” 
 
    Marisha exhales heavily and raises a hand, her pink amulet glowing softly against her brown skin. A small silvery orb materializes between us and as she begins to speak, I watch in awe as silent memories play out in time to her words. 
 
    “I was young when I became queen. Not much older than you, at only nineteen orbits. My father grew ill and when he died, my mother was so heart broken, she couldn’t continue ruling without him. I took to the throne and only two orbits later, my mother died. I was thrown into the role with very little training and guidance. Luckily, Starlatten had a long history of peace and things ran quite smoothly without much need for alteration.  
 
    “One day, that changed. I had been queen for twenty-four orbits and your father was sixteen. Learning from the mistakes my father had made, I ensured he was given training from a young age, in case anything happened to me or his father. As you know, he was a natural leader. Loved by his peers and top of every class, he had one friend he was closer to than any other. They were like brothers, inseparable. His name was Cadicus Kain.”  
 
    “No!” I stand up so quickly, my chair topples to the ground, bouncing noiselessly in the darkness. Within the floating sphere I stare in disbelief at a young version of my father deep in conversation with another boy. A boy with dark hair and sparkling amber eyes. “No,” I whisper. 
 
    Marisha tugs at me to sit once more, the chair magically appearing where it was before. “He was a nice boy, Cadicus. Quiet and very intelligent, he was the only one who could keep up with your father. He came from a very affluent family of star mappers in Stajahl. They worked for the palace’s exploration division.  
 
    “Your father and Cadicus were both very interested in our politics and Cadicus was hoping to become the Stajahl Ambassador one day. While their other friends were out experimenting with their amulets and falling in love, Cadicus and Jeru were poring over legislation, maps and treaties. They wanted to know everything there was to know about Starlatten and its history. 
 
    “One day, they found a star map which showed a planet right at the edge of our solar system. When they asked Cadicus’ parents about it, they took the map from them and asked Jeru to leave. They made it very difficult for them to see each other after that.” 
 
    I frown, my head still spinning with the idea that my father had been so close to the man who tried to murder my friends; the man who killed Doctor Oakstone. Staring into the glimmering orb, I watch the image of my father, dejected and angry. “Why?” I ask. “What was the planet? I thought Zarbilian was the last planet in our solar system.” 
 
    My grandmother toys with the rings on her fingers, looking more like the aged and broken version lying on her deathbed. I begin to fear that she won’t continue the story. “What was the planet, Mamma? Please tell me.” 
 
    Marisha’s eyes glisten with tears. “Zenai is a small planet a week or so from Zarbilian,” she pauses, lowering her eyes. “It was the first inhabited planet in our solar system.” 
 
    I snort, wrinkling my nose in confusion. “What are you talking about? When Elaini and Jetzia discovered our solar system, no other planets were inhabited. Starlatten was the first they found that could sustain life.” 
 
    “I’m afraid the history of our planet has been slightly altered.” Marisha glances at me before focusing on the spinning silver orb. “Elaini and Jetzia did find Starlatten first, that much is true. It was more than one hundred orbits afterwards that Zenai was found, not long after Ankaria was colonised with the use of newer technology. The people of Zenai were very primitive and remain so. 
 
    “When we arrived with our amulets, they thought us to be gods. I’m ashamed to say that our forefathers did not correct them. We took their offerings of goods and brought them back to Starlatten.” 
 
    Icy trepidation inches its way across my heart. “What are you telling me, Mamma?” 
 
    “I’m telling you that for hundreds of orbits, the people of Zenai have been little more than slaves to the people of Starlatten.” Marisha holds her head high as if daring me to judge her.  
 
    I shake my head, my eyes wide in horror. “That’s impossible! The people of Starlatten would never allow it.” 
 
    “They don’t know,” Marisha replies. “Only the king and queen and a handful of people in the government ever know. The people believe that the goods come from different parts of Starlatten.” She shrugs. “Why would anyone question it?” 
 
    Running my hands over my face, nausea swirls in my stomach. My family have been keeping a secret planet enslaved for hundreds of orbits and my mother and father knew? I shake my head in disbelief. “Wait,” I say, frowning. “What does this have to do with Zarbilian?” 
 
    Marisha’s eyes glass over as she turns back to the orb. “When Cadicus and your father discovered the secret of Zenai, they were furious. They threatened to tell the people of Starlatten. Your father was ready to give up the throne in favour of freeing the truth.” 
 
    A strangled gasp escapes my throat as I watch an image of Cadicus being dragged away by Dyja, his face twisted in fury. I turn to face my grandmother, my chest heavy with dread. “What did you do, Mamma?” 
 
    Marisha stares straight ahead, her emotion betrayed only by a single tear escaping her ebony eyes. “Zarbilian is cold, dark and barely able to grow anything, but the air is breathable and there are materials for building. We sent Cadicus and his family there.” 
 
    “What? You exiled them? All of them?” My stomach rolls and I clutch my arms around myself. “What did father do?” 
 
    “It took him a long time, but he eventually saw that it was the only way.” She smiles sadly into the darkness. “Such a clever young man.” 
 
    I blink away the tears clouding my vision. “So, Cadicus and his family were alone on Zarbilian?” I manage to choke out. “For how long?” 
 
    “They weren’t alone for long. It had been an area of disagreement amongst the government for many orbits: what to do with the ones who didn’t uphold the law. Zarbilian became a more suitable home for the people who didn’t best represent Starlatten.”  
 
    Cadicus’ last words echo around my mind as I swallow the bile rising in my throat. He’d asked me whether people were really happy, or just scared of speaking out. My skin cold and damp, it takes every ounce of strength I have to look at my grandmother. This woman, who I grew up admiring, who I’ve been compared to my whole life; the image of royalty and compassion. It was all a lie. She’s as cold hearted a monster as Cadicus himself. “You created an exile planet,” I spit out in disgust. 
 
    “We did what needed to be done.” 
 
    I stagger back from her, attempting to distance myself. “It’s no wonder the people of Zarbilian are so angry! It’s no wonder they want revenge! They must all know about Zenai and what you did to the Kains.” 
 
    “Crystal, you must understand,” she pleads. “It had to be done. When you are queen, you have to make difficult decisions. You must put your planet first.” 
 
    “No!” I shout. “You made the wrong decision. You got thousands of people killed.” I step forward, blinking away my tears to stare down at my grandmother. “You are responsible for the death of my parents.” 
 
    Before she can respond, I close my eyes and summon the purple energy back into my amulet.  
 
    Almost instantly, I find myself perched on my grandmother’s bed. I drop her hand as though it’s burning hot and stagger backwards. The frail old woman lying before me looks even less like the grandmother I thought I knew.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Fahr asks, rushing to my side. “How did it go?” 
 
    I can’t speak. Rage shakes me as I stare at her lying there. She created the monsters. She is the reason my parents are dead.  
 
    All at once, lights start flashing and several medics run to my grandmother’s side. Fahr squeezes my hand before joining them. I know what the flashing lights mean. My grandmother is gone. Gone, and I feel nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Jaik 
 
    Standing outside the large white doors, I glance nervously at Tarin and Kara. Crystal sounded strange when she called for a meeting and none of us know what awaits us on the other side of the doors.  
 
    Crystal? Are you in there? 
 
    Seconds after Kara sends forth the message, the doors slide open and we filter inside. 
 
     It looks the same, the room. Nothing’s changed since the last time we were here. Windows touch the ceiling, revealing rolling violet gardens and an endless expanse of jade sky. Round plush seating covered in the softest pale blue material is still arranged in the rough circle we placed it in several nights ago.  
 
    It had once been one of Queen Elayn’s dressing rooms. Crystal says she can’t remember her ever using it, or even setting foot in it for that matter. When Crystal stumbled upon it, she claimed it for us. A place where Kara, Tarin, Crystal and I could spend our free time, away from duties and the worries of war. There’s something about the soft blue, and clean crisp whiteness of the floor and walls that makes it feel calm and comforting. 
 
    Today it feels different.  
 
    Kara bolts across the room to where Crystal is standing, her arms at her side and her expression unreadable.  
 
    “I’m so sorry about your grandmother,” Kara gasps, wrapping her arms around her. Her short blonde hair is still sticking up in damp spikes from training this morning. 
 
    I come to a stop behind her, eyeing Crystal with concern. “I know how much you wanted her to wake up,” I say. “We’re all here to support you.” 
 
    Beside me, Tarin bows his head, the deep red hood hiding his face as he speaks. “Lady Marisha will live forever in the stars and our hearts.” 
 
    “No!” Crystal yells, the echo of the single syllable reverberating around the room as she clasps her hands to her head.  
 
    I stagger backwards in shock. 
 
    Tarin pushes his hood to his shoulders and rushes to her, dropping to one knee so he’s level with her face. “What’s wrong, Crystal?” 
 
    She opens her mouth to reply but instead, turns and walks over to the wall of windows, placing a hand against the glass.  
 
    I glance at Kara, who shrugs. It’s the first time I’ve seen her yell since Earth. Since Cadicus. “You’re scaring us, Crystal,” I call out cautiously. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Her shoulders sag as she turns to face us and I frown as I notice her fingers trembling at her side, her eyes filled with pain. It takes everything I have not to run to her side, but I know it’s not the right thing to do. 
 
    “What I’m about to tell you,” she says, digging her fingers into the back of the seat in front of her, “doesn’t leave this room. Is that clear?” 
 
    Fear prickles along my spine as she takes a deep breath. 
 
    “Before she died, I met with my grandmother’s consciousness. She told me things, I…”  
 
    She leans forward on the chair and I dash forward, unable to stay back any longer. Taking her in my arms, I lead her around the chair, and she slumps down into it, her head lowered. I crouch down beside her and take her hand. “You can tell us. It’s okay.” 
 
    Crystal gives me a small smile, before dropping her gaze to her lap. “When my father was sixteen orbits old,” she begins, “he and his closest friend discovered a secret. There’s a planet at the edge of our solar system called Zenai. The inhabitants are enslaved to the people of Starlatten, providing us with goods. Apparently, it’s been that way for centuries.” 
 
    My thumb pauses in the stroking of her hand and I stare at her in disbelief. This can’t be true. I open my mouth to say as much, when Crystal continues.  
 
    “They threatened to tell everyone, so my grandmother exiled my father’s friend and his family to Zarbilian. She convinced my father to keep the secret and they began sending people to Zarbilian who didn’t meet Starlatten expectations.” 
 
    Her words hang in the air around us. I watch Crystal shattering to pieces in front of me, but I can’t bring myself to move. I glance behind me to find Kara and Tarin wearing matching expressions of confusion and shock, their mouths slightly open with a million questions on their lips.  
 
    When I turn back to Crystal, I find her looking at me, waiting. My heart is a concrete block in my chest as I await her knockout blow. 
 
     “There’s something more,” she says, her voice trembling. “My father’s friend. The one who was exiled.” She bites her lip so hard it breaks the skin. “It was Cadicus.” 
 
    I stare at the tiny bud of crimson on Crystal’s lip as her words start to sink in. Her father and Cas were best friends? Her grandmother exiled him and his family to Zarbilian? So, kidnapping me and murdering my mother was revenge. Revenge for being unfairly exiled. My head spins. Cadicus is the bad guy. The royal family of Starlatten are the good guys. The victims. I drop Crystal’s hand and stand, my fingers gripping my hair as my head spins. His last words, words that I’d dismissed, were true. Starlatten isn’t the perfect paradise it portrays itself as; a festering layer of deceit beginning to show beneath carefully constructed lies. 
 
    Anger builds inside me like magma and my fingers twitch, filled with the urge to release the frustration the only way I know how. The way Cas taught me to. Looking around, the edges of my vision blur as I grab a metal stool and hurl it at the wall with a roar that tears at my throat. Staggering backwards, I find myself lifted off the ground as Tarin wraps his bear-like arms around me. 
 
    “Jaik!” he barks. “Calm down.” 
 
    “Calm down?” I bellow, my breathing ragged as blood roars in my ears. “Did you hear what she just said? Her grandparents are the reason I was kidnapped! Why my mother was murdered!” 
 
    Kara storms over, standing right in front of me as I wriggle in Tarin’s iron grip. “Yes, but it’s not Crystal’s fault. She didn’t know! You can’t be angry at her!” 
 
    I look at Crystal, my anger dissipating as I take in her terror-stricken face. “I’m not angry at her. I know she didn’t know.” 
 
    “Well throwing furniture and screaming isn’t making that particularly clear,” Tarin growls. He releases his grip and I drop to the floor. 
 
    Straightening my robes, I move toward Crystal but Tarin grabs my shoulder. “Let me go, Tarin.” I try to shrug him off. “Crystal, I’m sorry. I’m not angry at you. I’m sorry if I scared you.” 
 
    “I know,” she replies, looking away. 
 
    Kara gestures to the seats, motioning for me and Tarin to sit. “Shall we sit down and talk about this properly? I don’t know about you two, but I certainly have questions.” 
 
    “I’m not sure whether I’ll be able to answer them,” Crystal says, drawing her feet up under her. “I’ve told you pretty much everything I know. I was so angry with her that I broke contact and then she…”  
 
    Her words trickle to silence as I sit down opposite her. My heart aches for her. She’s just lost her grandmother, in more ways than one, and I’m throwing furniture. No wonder she doesn’t want to be with me. I really am sorry, Crystal. I let my anger get the better of me. Please forgive me. 
 
    She looks up at me, her brown eyes empty. It’s okay. Honestly.  
 
    “I don’t even know where to start,” Kara says, shaking her head in disbelief. “Zenai or Zarbilian.” 
 
    “At least it explains the motive behind the invasion,” Tarin grumbles.  
 
    Kara turns to look at him, her eyes narrowed. “So, you didn’t know?” 
 
    “Of course, I didn’t know.” Tarin stares at her in horror. “Why would I know?” 
 
    “You’re a Dyja.” Kara shrugs. “One of the most respected Dyja, if not officially. I mean, you’re assigned to the queen.” 
 
    Tarin shakes his head at Kara before reaching across and taking Crystal’s hand. “I swear I didn’t know.” 
 
    She smiles, placing her hand on top of his. “I know. She told me there are only three or four people that know, besides the king and queen.” 
 
    “I wonder who knows,” Kara muses. “Risiki must know, surely?” 
 
    Crystal shakes her head. “I honestly have no idea.” 
 
    “What do we get from the Zenai?” Tarin asks, to himself as much as anyone. 
 
    Kara turns to gaze out of the window. “What do the Zenai even look like?” 
 
    As the others begin to sift through the revelation, I watch Crystal. Her broken shell is beginning to harden, and I catch the gleam of resolve in her eye.  
 
    “What do you want to do next?” I ask.  
 
    “What can we do?” She leans forward, pressing her fingertips to her temples. “It’s all such a mess.” 
 
    “We need to stop whatever is going on with the Zenai.” Kara shudders. “That’s for sure.” 
 
    Tarin frowns and nods. “My ancestors came to Starlatten to escape slavery on their planet. I can’t believe that Starlatten is responsible for putting another race in that position.” 
 
    “We can’t do anything about the Zenai until we deal with the Zarbilian,” Crystal replies. “I’m assuming we’re taking nothing from the Zenai right now. I mean, we can’t even sneak one of Zarbilian’s own ships past them at the moment.” 
 
    Kara looks at Crystal, her eyebrows raised. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Risiki sent three Dyja on a mission to get help from Ankaria using a captured Zarbilian ship,” I explain, my voice bitter. “They haven’t been heard from since they left months ago.” 
 
    Tarin and Kara frown, looking at me blankly. “Lunar cycles, sorry,” I grumble, correcting my Earth terminology. Terminology I have because I was robbed of seven years of my life. I think back to those years with Cas, dark, lonely and beaten. Was exile all it took to turn the king’s best friend into such a monster? He was a monster. I inhale at the confirmation. He may have been greatly wronged, but he made the decision to become a power-hungry mass murderer. No one forced him to. 
 
    “Do you think they’ve been captured?” Tarin asks, breaking me from my thoughts. 
 
    “I hope not,” I growl. “Risiki put one of the Dyja that brought Crystal back from Earth on the mission. If they’ve captured them, Zarbilian know she’s alive.” 
 
    Tarin pulls his large hands over his face. “Then we really do need to think about what we’re going to do next. We might not have as much time as we think.” 
 
    “Time to do what?” Kara asks, her eyes wide. 
 
    Tarin looks at Crystal and she nods in agreement. “To end this war.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Crystal 
 
    Standing at the window, I stare out at the moons as the stars begin to prick the night sky with their light. I can’t look at them now without thinking that somewhere amongst them, are two very different planets with equally disturbing pasts. Pasts my family are responsible for. I wonder which of my ancestors made the decision to enslave the Zenai, but then realise it doesn’t matter. Every ruler since them is just as responsible for allowing it to continue.  
 
    Crystal? Can I come in? 
 
    Jaik’s voice awakens a new rush of emotions, to the point where I consider not answering in hope he’ll go away. We haven’t spoken about the kiss and I really don’t want to. I know I can’t leave him outside though, so I glance reluctantly at the panel and the doors slide open.  
 
    “It makes my head hurt,” I say as he joins me at the window, “to think that there’s a planet out there filled with people who want us dead and another planet who think we’re gods.” 
 
    “You’ve done the right thing,” he assures me. “Calling a meeting with Risiki, Lutek and the Stajahl Ambassador will hopefully give us some answers.” 
 
    I nod, my eyes fixed on the stars. We stayed in my mother’s old dressing room for hours debating plans of action. Part of me wonders if things would have been different if I’d taken more of an interest in the crown before my parents were killed. What would have happened if I’d been like my father? Would I have made the same discovery? Could I have prevented this? Out the corner of my eye, I feel Jaik staring at me with such intensity, it begins to irk me.  
 
    “Stop staring at me,” I scold without turning my head. 
 
    He laughs. “Stop being so beautiful.” 
 
    I tense. I can’t do this. I need to tell him. Watching his reflection in the window as he stares at me, his laugh fades to worry. I can see it in the set of his jaw. As I think back to the kiss, the feel of his warm, full lips, I have to wonder what’s wrong with me. He’s gorgeous. Even on Earth, I’d been aware of it—his intensity. I mean, I wanted to kiss him when we were twelve. What’s wrong with me now? 
 
     Summoning all my strength, I turn to face him and instantly his face drops.  
 
    “Jaik,” I start, “I –” 
 
    He lifts a hand, shaking his head as he cuts me off. “No. I don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    My face freezes in disbelief. “Excuse me? I don’t care if you don’t want to hear it, you clearly need to.” 
 
    “You need to stop pushing me away, Crystal.” His green eyes darken, and he takes the smallest step closer. “One day soon, you’ll see that we’re meant to be together.” 
 
    “How dare you tell me how I’ll feel.” My cheeks flush pink and I ball my fists at my sides to stop from slapping him. “You obviously don’t know me as well as you think you do.” 
 
    He laughs, but it’s not a sound of joy. “I know you better than you know yourself, Crystal.” Reaching out, he traces his fingers along the curls that spiral beside my face. “We belong together,” he says, his voice a low rumble. “We’ve always belonged together.” 
 
    I open my mouth to protest, but he cups my face and brings his lips to mine. It’s not like the kiss in the gardens. That kiss was tentative, gentle and cautious. Barely a kiss. Now, Jaik’s lips burn with all the passion and desire he’s holding inside. 
 
    Part of me wants to push him away—stars know I’m strong enough to cause him some real damage—but I don’t. Feeling his love laid bare, his hope for happiness, I wonder whether I can absorb some of it. I can’t remember the last time I felt anything other than hollow and guilty. Now, I can add ashamed to the list, thanks to my grandparents. Before I can second guess myself, I part my lips and kiss him back.  
 
    Jaik freezes for a split second, before wrapping his arms around me and pressing me against the window, his thumb caressing my cheek as his fingers tangle in my curls. His delight and excitement wash over me and as his tongue finds mine, I wrap my arms around his waist, my fingers tracing the hard muscles on his back. I press myself against him, trying to lose myself in his joy. Trying to feel something. Anything.  
 
    As my hands move up his back, his move down mine and the simple action triggers a memory. I don’t mean to go there, but Dylan’s face floods my mind, his scent filling my senses. My heart pounds and my breath hitches at the memory of his hands gripping my waist. For a moment, he’s here with me. It’s not Jaik’s mouth on mine, but Dylan’s.  
 
    I place my palms on Jaik’s chest and push him back, breaking the kiss. What have I done? I can barely look at him as he stares at me, his eyes questioning, his breath ragged.  
 
    “I... I’ll see you tomorrow morning. At the meeting,” I manage to say. 
 
    He searches my face, confused and disappointed, but doesn’t argue. Leaning forward he kisses me on the cheek and squeezes my hands before turning toward the door. Turning back to the window, I hear the door close behind him and my reflection stares at me in disgust. What did I just do? I lean my head against the cool glass and let the tears come. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing before the looming, ornate doors to the throne room, I take in a deep breath through my nose before exhaling slowly. Everyone else is already in there. I can hear Risiki squawking, demanding to be told what’s going on. Well, he’ll find out soon enough.  
 
    Jaik’s raised voice reaches me and my stomach lurches. Shame paints my cheeks as I try and fail to push the memory of last night to the back of my brain. After hours of tossing and turning, writhing in disgust at my actions, I decided the reason I kissed him was because he’d been so assertive; so sure of our destiny. My life is so uncertain at the moment, it was nice to have someone so sure of the direction it’s headed. I try not to think of the conversation I need to have with him. There are more important things to focus on.  
 
    Shaking my arms out to my side and flexing my fingers, I push my shoulders back and lift my chin. What I do next is vital. Risiki cannot see my nerves. He can’t see that I’m terrified. I’m the queen and if I’m going to start acting like it, I need everyone to believe it. 
 
    Willing the doors to open, I step forward into the room. It falls silent as Risiki, Lutek and Siras Dulesh—the Stajahl Ambassador—all bow their heads, followed after a moment’s pause by Jaik, Tarin and Kara. I bite back a smile at the sight of Kara’s awkward bow and wonder if she’s ever bowed to anyone before. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” I say, motioning for them to sit. 
 
    I’ve organised a semi-circle of seats to be laid out in front of the pair of glistening silver and gold thrones that dominate the centre of the room. I’ve never actually sat on my father’s throne and as I walk towards it, I almost falter as I realise what I’m about to do.  
 
    Being acknowledged as something by others is very different to acknowledging it yourself. I lower myself down onto the soft red cushioning, suddenly lightheaded. It’s customary for the décor of the throne room to mirror the amulet colour of the ruler. In ordinary circumstances, the doors, upholstery and other accents would already have been remade in the purple shades of my amulet. I can’t help but wonder if there will ever be such normality again that would allow that to happen.  
 
    “May I first begin, by expressing my deepest sympathies at Lady Marisha’s passing.” Risiki bows low from his seat opposite me. “May the stars remember her.” 
 
    I nod my thanks. “My grandmother’s passing is one of the reasons you’ve been asked here today,” I begin, looking at Risiki, Lutek and Dulesh in turn. “Before she died, she told me some very distressing information regarding Starlatten.” 
 
    Risiki and Dulesh shift noticeably in their seats. Lutek keeps her eyes, unflinching, on me as she waits for me to continue.  
 
    “May I be so bold as to ask, Your Majesty, why Dyja are not allowed to guard this meeting, but Dyja Tarin is here?” Risiki gestures to the empty walls behind them. “And Askara is not even a member of the Starlatten council.” 
 
    I flash him a polite smile. “Because they are the people I trust most in the universe. Is there anything else you would like to call into question?” 
 
    “No, Your Majesty.” Risiki frowns at Tarin and Kara but complains no further. 
 
    “I’m going to get straight to the point,” I announce. “Who knows about Zenai?” 
 
    All three council members sit frozen to their seats, their eyes fixed on me as I search their faces for signs of their implication. After much discussion, we chose not to invite Secretary Jetar, as he’s not as senior and has only been in the position a few orbits. Risiki, however, is turning redder, a large vein bulging in the side of his head. Lutek’s face is calm, but her fingers dig into the arms of her chair, turning her fingertips white. Dulesh is the hardest to read; his dark violet eyes unblinking in his pale face with no trace of throbbing veins or nervous sweat on his hairless scalp. Perhaps the clue is in the tense set of his jaw.  
 
    I think they all know, I send out to my friends. 
 
    Jaik gives the smallest of nods. Oh, they definitely know. 
 
    “There’s no point in denying it.” I lean forward on my throne, clasping my hands together. “My grandmother told me everything.” 
 
    “Like how you exiled an innocent family to a barely survivable planet because your disgusting little secret was discovered.” Jaik glowers. 
 
    Risiki splutters, his eyes bulging. “It wasn’t us! It was a lifetime ago.” He stands and takes a step toward me. “Your Majesty, I am only a handful of orbits older than your father. It was the previous government who made the decision to send the Kains to Zarbilian.” 
 
    “I’m aware of this,” I say patiently. “However, when you became Commander in Chief, you were told about Zenai and Zarbilian and did nothing. You are just as guilty as the people who came before you.” 
 
    “What were we supposed to do, Your Majesty?” Lutek leans back in her seat, her hands smoothing her dark blue robes. “Decline the promotion? Go against the king?” 
 
    Holding her steely blue gaze, I consider this for a moment. “Yes. If enough people had showed resistance, my father would have done something. Cadicus was his best friend.” Saying the words aloud leave a bitter taste in my mouth and I struggle not to grimace. 
 
    “Who else knows?” Jaik asks. “We assumed you three would be the most likely, but is there anyone else?” 
 
    “There’s only one other person who knows,” Risiki replies, his eyes filled with pity. “Your father, as Ambassador of Starlatten’s second city, Galeania.” 
 
    My hands grip the edges of the throne as I watch Jaik sink down into his chair, his head in his hands. Was that why Cadicus kidnapped Jaik and his mother? Kara puts a comforting hand on his shoulder. 
 
    Dulesh exhales loudly gesturing at Risiki to sit down. “What’s done is done. The Zenai have happily provided for us for over five hundred orbits and the people of Zarbilian had every chance to forge a new life for themselves on a perfectly survivable planet.” 
 
    “So, you’ve been to Zarbilian, Ambassador Dulesh?” I ask, narrowing my eyes.  
 
    He raises a dark grey eyebrow. “I have, Your Majesty. Many orbits ago.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Jaik says, sitting up and slapping his hands together as he gestures to the centre of the circle. “Then you won’t mind showing us this ‘perfectly survivable planet’, because I haven’t been able to find any documentation whatsoever.” 
 
    I watch, intrigued as Dulesh sneers at Jaik’s excessive sarcasm. He has, however, left himself with no choice but to share his memories. 
 
    With just a trace of reluctance, Dulesh closes his eyes and raises a hand to the centre of the circle. A large translucent sphere takes shape before us, gradually filling with images. They’re a little hazy but it’s easy enough to make out the details of what I’m seeing. Dark and foreboding, the land is dusty and vast, with no trees or plants in sight. Black cube-like buildings are built into the jagged red and orange mountains, their lights twinkling against the dark crimson sky.  
 
    Jaik gives a low whistle. “I think we know why the Zarbilian are a little annoyed with us.” 
 
    I throw him a warning look as the sphere fades and disappears. “I think we can all agree that Zarbilian is not a ‘perfectly survivable planet’.” 
 
    Kara sits forward on her chair, glancing between me and Risiki. “What did the people do to be exiled?” 
 
    Risiki looks at Kara, uncertain, before looking to me for acceptance to answer the question. I lift my hand in Kara’s direction. “I expect you to answer questions from any of my council as you would mine.” 
 
    “Your council, Your Majesty?” Risiki asks. 
 
    “Yes.” I smile. “Tarin, Askara and Jaik are my royal council.” 
 
    With a bewildered smile, Risiki nods and turns to face Kara. “There were a range of offenses,” he explains. “The most common was amulet misuse. A few were exiled for harming others. A few for theft and others for excessive procreation.” 
 
    My eyes almost pop out of my head. “Excessive procreation?” I repeat, sure I’ve misheard. 
 
    Dulesh sits back in his chair with a shrug. “If people are allowed to have as many children as they want, the Starellia cavern will be emptied in no time. Some families would be more powerful than others and cause imbalance. It’s not an official rule, but it has always been the Starlatten way to procreate just the once.” 
 
    Silence hangs in the lofty throne room like a heavy blanket. 
 
    “But I had a brother,” Tarin questions. “Why weren’t we exiled?” 
 
    Risiki coughs. “It was debated. Your father is a highly respected and decorated Dyja Commander. You were unplanned and by the time you were born, it was clear your brother was going to follow in your father’s footsteps. Allowances were made.” 
 
    I shake my head in disbelief. It seems as though with every passing second, the Starlatten I know and love is disintegrating right in front of me. “So, it wasn’t even the same rule for everyone?” I turn to look at Tarin, who has turned a worrying shade of green.  
 
    Obviously, I’m glad your family weren’t exiled. I say to Tarin. He gives the smallest of nods. 
 
    “How many people have been exiled in total?” Kara asks. 
 
    Risiki looks as though he might faint. If I wasn’t so disgusted with him, I might feel sorry for him. He looks pleadingly at Dulesh who gives a long, exaggerated sigh. I’ve never had any particular feelings about the Stajahl Ambassador, but I decide right there and then, that I don’t like him one bit.  
 
    “Pardon?” Risiki asks. 
 
    “I want to know how many people have been exiled to Zarbilian since the Kains were, thirty-six orbits ago,” she says.  
 
     “That’s an excellent question, Kara,” I say, watching as a fine layer of moisture begins to gleam on Risiki’s forehead. “There must be rather a lot if they have the numbers to invade a planet three times their size.”  
 
    “I don’t have the exact numbers,” Risiki blusters. “I’d say around five or six people an orbit?” 
 
    “That would only account for just over two hundred people,” Jaik interjects. “Hardly enough to start an invasion.” 
 
    I nod in agreement, watching Risiki as he fiddles with the neck of his robe. “There were dozens of rebels on the Galastasia alone. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “As with the Kains, Your Majesty,” Dulesh explains, “we exiled the immediate family as well. It helped keep things quiet.” 
 
    Closing my eyes in disbelief, I rub my temples. “Well, that would take the total closer to seven hundred.” 
 
    “There will be children born on Zarbilian too,” Jaik adds. “That’s a few extra hundred over thirty-six orbits.” 
 
    “Right. So, we’re approaching one thousand. It still doesn’t seem quite right. Terrifyingly disgusting,” I add, shaking my head at the officers before me, “but not quite right.” 
 
    “What are you getting at, Your Majesty?” Dulesh asks, his violet eyes unblinking. 
 
    “The day the Galastasia was attacked, my father received word that an unknown race had also colonised Zarbilian,” I frown. “But you already know this. Who are they?” 
 
    Risiki shares a look with Lutek before answering. “We’re not entirely sure.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you’re not entirely sure?” I repeat. “Cadicus is dead, so who is in charge of Zarbilian now? Surely, you’ve had contact with the rebel leader. They must have issued demands before they invaded?” 
 
    Lutek tucks her silver hair behind her ears and clears her throat. “We had no warning of the invasion. We’ve been strategizing and fending off the rebels ever since. It’s taken all our resources to defend our borders and rescue civilians from the invaded cities and towns.” 
 
    Jaik lifts his head from his hands. “Are you telling us you haven’t tried to contact the rebel leader?” 
 
    “Of course, we have,” Risiki splutters. “How dare you question my competence! I’ve been part of this planet’s defences since you were a child.” 
 
    “What happened then?” I prompt. “What did they say?” 
 
    “They say nothing,” Risiki replies, raising his hands above his head in exasperation. “They won’t respond.” 
 
    Chewing my lip, I trace the delicate curves and twists of the throne’s armrests with my fingers.  
 
    Jaik stands. “No, Crystal.” 
 
    I ignore him. “They’ll respond to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Crystal 
 
    I’ve only been in the control room once before. A week after we returned to Starlatten, Commander Risiki brought me here to show me which defence strategies had been put in place. I had nodded along and honestly felt like I was taking it in at the time, but now standing in the vast room filled with panels, buttons and flashing lights, I wonder whether it was a dream. 
 
    I’m certain Risiki only showed me out of obligation. I may have been queen, but for the first few weeks on Starlatten, all I managed to do was wander the hallways, ambushed by painful memories at every corner. My energy was divided between hiding in my bedroom grieving my family and avoiding Jaik.  
 
    Now, standing in the control room once more, I feel confident. I might not know what all the buttons do or what the screens are for, but I highly doubt Risiki does either. Usually, the room is filled with men and women operating the stations and pressing the mysterious buttons, but the room has been cleared for us. 
 
    “What now?” I ask as assuredly as I can manage. 
 
    Risiki takes a seat at one of the stations facing the largest screen, which occupies almost the entire main wall. Lutek and Dulesh stand behind him to his right, their hands behind their backs and their faces unreadable. As Risiki takes off his amulet and places it into a small glowing compartment on the console, I balk at the action. No one ever takes their amulet off. Risiki places one hand on his amulet and the other on a small black sphere half embedded in the console. Almost immediately, his orange amulet begins to glow, and the enormous screen lights up with a blue-white light.  
 
    “This is Commander in Chief Risiki of Starlatten addressing the leader of Zarbilian. Please respond.” 
 
    I stand, closely flanked by Jaik, Tarin and Kara as we wait for some sort of sound or movement on the screen. Nothing happens. 
 
    Tarin steps forward. “What about communication using amulets?” 
 
    “The Zarbilian don’t have amulets,” Risiki replies, his eyes fixed on the screen. “It wouldn’t reach them.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows at his tone. “Cadicus had an amulet.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Risiki grunts. 
 
    “If it’s impossible,” Jaik growls, “what did I rip from his neck?” 
 
    Lutek turns, breaking Jaik’s glare. “If Cadicus had an amulet, it’s because he was the first to be exiled. The people who followed had their amulets confiscated.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask. The silence that follows is all the answer I need. 
 
    “We need to know who we’re up against,” Tarin says. “Whoever has joined forces with Zarbilian have weaponry and ships more advanced than us. Perhaps if we can find out who they are, we can find a weakness.” 
 
    “Let me try,” I say, stepping forward.  
 
    “No,” Jaik barks, stepping to my side. 
 
    Furious, I spin round to face him. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Can I talk to you for a minute?” he insists, his eyes ablaze. “In private?” 
 
    Anger flames across my chest as I hold his stare, my chin held high. How dare he undermine me like this? 
 
    Please, Crystal? 
 
    “Fine,” I mutter through gritted teeth before following him out through the sliding doors into the deserted corridor. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jaik says with an apologetic smile. “I—” 
 
    I thump him on the shoulder. Hard. My eyes wide in disbelief I jerk my head toward the door. Thank you? Are you kidding me? Have you any idea how weak you’ve just made me look? Demanding to speak to me out here? I’m the queen, Jaik. The queen! How am I supposed to get Risiki to respect me, if you don’t? 
 
    Jaik rubs his shoulder, his eyes wide. I do respect you! You know that! 
 
    Do I? I ask. What do you want? 
 
    I want to tell you not to speak to Zarbilian. He stares down at me, his green eyes pleading. The fact they don’t know you’re alive is one of the only cards we have left to play. 
 
    Cards? What in the stars are you talking about? I shake my head in frustration. This is not a game! 
 
    Jaik rubs his hands over his face. Sorry. Earth thing. What I mean is, it’s the only thing we have over them. 
 
    What if they already know I’m alive? I fold my arms across my chest. What if they captured Dyja Tomak? 
 
    Jaik looks up at the ceiling, placing his hands behind his head with a low groan. I’m not going to be able to stop you, am I? 
 
    No. I smile. This might be the only way we get answers. Besides, they might not respond. Maybe Risiki is right and the leader doesn’t want to talk to us. 
 
    Jaik glances at the doors. I can’t believe I used to think Risiki was all right. He’s a complete windbag. 
 
    I cover my mouth to stop the laugh from escaping. Another Earth thing? 
 
    Jaik shrugs and reaches out toward me. Gently, he runs my tied-up curls through his hand, pulling them across my shoulder before trailing his fingers down my arm. At some point we’re going to have to talk about last night. He lifts his eyes and gives me a nervous smile. 
 
    I force myself to hold his gaze. Jaik… I care about you so much. You know I do. There’s just so much going on at the moment. It’s not the right time… 
 
    He frowns before tilting his head, a hint of a smile on his lips. So, it’s not a no. It’s a ‘not right now’? 
 
    I exhale, glad of the get out. Sure. 
 
    When we step back into the room, the tension hits me like a punch to the chest. Risiki has replaced his amulet and is standing in a far corner having an animated conversation with Lutek and Dulesh. At the end nearest to us, Kara and Tarin stand in silence watching them. 
 
    “Right,” I announce loudly, causing everyone to turn and look at me. “Show me how to use the console. I’m going to try and contact the Zarbilian.” 
 
    Risiki opens his mouth to say something but seems to think better of it. Instead, he makes his way back to the desk, motioning for me to sit down on the chair. I stare at the compartment I know my amulet has to fill. In my whole life, I can only recall not wearing it twice. Once when I woke up in the hospital on Earth and the other at Sera’s house when we were experimenting with its translation abilities. 
 
    I feel naked and vulnerable without it, but I know it has to be done. Reaching around my neck, I lift it over my curls. The glistening purple stone, in its intricate casing gleams in my palm before I reach forward and press it into the small slot. 
 
    “Now, place one hand on the amulet and the other on the control panel, Your Majesty.” Risiki indicates the sunken sphere he used before. “Focus on your amulet as you normally would to communicate. There’s no difference. The control panel amplifies and focuses the amulet’s communication power into an electronic signal which will reach any ship or pod with open communication channels nearby.” 
 
    “What about people on the ground?” Tarin asks warily. “We don’t want to communicate with the rebels at the borders.” 
 
    Lutek motions to another panel nearby. “The communication channel is set to orbital capacity. No landcraft or communication device within our atmosphere will receive it.” 
 
    I watch as Tarin nods, seemingly satisfied. He meets my eye and gives me an encouraging smile. 
 
    “Okay,” I breathe. “Here we go.”  
 
    Placing my hand firmly on the smooth surface of the control panel and my other over the glowing compartment containing my amulet, I close my eyes, focusing my thoughts. Feeling the familiar, warm purple glow, I open my eyes and stare at the glimmering screen. “This is Queen Crystal Akinara of Starlatten demanding to speak to the leader of Zarbilian. Please respond.” 
 
    My voice sounds confident as it echoes around the smooth metallic surfaces of the room, although only silence follows. I’m sure I see Jaik sag with relief out the corner of my eye.  
 
    “This is Queen Crystal Akinara of Starlatten demanding to speak to the leader of Zarbilian. Please respond.” My eyes struggle to focus on the brightness of the screen and I feel Jaik’s hand on my shoulder. “This is Queen Crystal Akinara of Starlatten demanding to speak to the leader of Zarbilian. Respond!” 
 
    Jaik squeezes and I close my eyes. Yet another day without answers. I should be used to this by now. I’m not sure whether it’s the sudden tightness of Jaik’s grip on my shoulder or the flickering I detect even through my closed eyelids that alerts me first.  
 
    It’s faint, but the giant screen is definitely flickering between blue-white and black-grey. I watch, eyes wide and heart in mouth as abruptly, the screen stops flickering, and the image of a man comes into focus. 
 
    It feels as though all the air has been sucked from the room, my blood running cold as my eyes meet with his. Long jet-black hair is swept back from his face to his shoulders, his skin so pale it’s almost transparent. His high cheekbones and slender nose only accentuate the size of his enormous eyes, which are entirely black from corner to corner. Even without irises, I know his gaze is fixed on me. 
 
    I force myself to look away from him to take in the rest of the screen, desperate for information, some clue, in the background. All I can see are some metallic looking pillars and a lot of darkness. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” His nasal voice reverberates around the room, causing the hairs on my arms to stand on end. “I’ve been looking forward to hearing from you.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows, meeting his endless stare once more. “Really? So, you were aware you hadn’t completely succeeded in your assassination attempt?” 
 
    A slow, cruel smile spreads across his thin pale lips. “Oh, we’ve known for some time, Your Majesty. Ever since you sent your little crew of hooded giants out in one of our ships.” 
 
    My heart sinks and I hear Tarin take an angry step forward behind me. “What have you done with them?” I demand. 
 
    “What do you think we do with prisoners of war?” He smiles, revealing a row of very small, sharp white teeth. “We drained them of information, then let them go.” 
 
    My grip tightens on the console. “What do you mean, ‘let them go’?” 
 
    A look of bemusement passes over his face as he lifts a slender hand and waves it in the air beside him. “We let them go,” he repeats.  
 
    My stomach churns as the sick realisation sinks in and over my shoulder, Jaik curses under his breath. Sitting up straight, I try to focus on the task at hand. “Well you know who I am. Who are you?” 
 
    “I am Commander Addan Danikai of Ittica.” He bows his head ever so slightly. 
 
    “Ittica?” I repeat. “I haven’t heard of Ittica before.” 
 
    “I doubt you would have.” Danikai smirks. “It’s very different from the planets you prefer to visit.” 
 
    My heart rate increases as I narrow my eyes. What is he talking about? He’s trying to distract me and I’m not going to let him. Ignoring his sneer, I continue. “I’ve reached out to you, because I want to bring this invasion to a peaceful end. I had no knowledge of what my family did to the Zarbilian, and I want to make amends.” 
 
    “Amends,” Danikai repeats, rolling the words around his mouth. “I think we are past amends.” 
 
    My jaw clenched, I try to steady my breathing. “There must be something we can do. What do you want?” 
 
    “That’s easy.” Danikai smiles, a small pink tongue darting out and licking his lips. “We want you, Lady Marisha and the four members of your government who made the decision to exile their own people to Zarbilian.” 
 
    Blood pounds in my ears as I struggle to keep emotion from my face. “Lady Marisha is dead.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” Danikai blinks, two sets of eyelids sliding across his large black eyes. “We were very much looking forward to bringing her to justice in front of those she sentenced to life imprisonment on this rock.” 
 
    “She did deserve to be brought to justice,” I agree. “She should never have banished Cadicus Kain and his family to Zarbilian.” 
 
    “The people want the royal family and government punished for their crimes. You must come to Zarbilian and face your charges,” Danikai continues, ignoring my statement. “Only then can we talk terms.” 
 
    “You’re not going to Zarbilian,” Jaik hisses over my shoulder. “Never in a million stars.” 
 
    Leaning forward, I speak firmly. “I am not surrendering myself. I take no responsibility for what happened with Zarbilian. I am, however, willing to fix the mistakes made and work with you toward a better future.” 
 
    Danikai smiles a slow smile as his inky stare bores into me. “I suspected you might say that.” 
 
    There’s something about the way he says the statement that makes my chest tighten and my breathing quicken. Danikai reaches forward, his long black hair sweeping over his shoulder as he presses something just out of sight. The screen flickers, but when the image reappears, Danikai is gone. In his place, is a small room. It’s so dark, it takes my eyes a minute to figure out what I’m looking at. Then I see it. 
 
    Suspended by their arms in the centre of the room, is a figure, hanging head down in the darkness, unmoving. Their clothes are dirty and ripped, hanging from them as though too big. Frowning, the thudding of my heart shakes my body as I glance up at Jaik. He shrugs and shakes his head, as confused as I am. 
 
    A woman with long dark hair moves into the picture. My stomach rolls as I recognise the blue all-in-one uniform of the people who invaded the Galastasia. When the woman glances toward the screen, I note she doesn’t have the same black eyes as Danikai but it’s too dark to make out her features. She must be one of the exiled Starlatten. 
 
    Only the sound of our breathing can be heard as the woman walks over to the hanging figure. As she reaches out toward their bowed head, I realise with a jolt something is wrong. Whoever this is, they’re wearing clothes I shouldn’t be seeing. Not here. Not now.  
 
    Thrusting her hand out, the woman grabs a fistful of dark blonde hair and lifts the drooping head. 
 
    My heart stops. Even through the gloom I can make out the dark lashes and strong jaw of the face I love with all my heart. Dylan. 
 
    Someone behind me gasps. Jaik’s hand slips from my shoulder to steady himself on the back of my chair. Frozen in my worst nightmare, I stare as the woman lets go of his hair, his head falling forward limply once again. This is impossible. Dylan’s not there. He’s on Earth, happily living out his life with his friends and family.  
 
    With a short sharp crackle, the screen changes and I find myself face to face with Danikai again. His pointed face is a picture of delight.  
 
    “We’ll expect Your Majesty as soon as possible, ready to surrender along with your most senior government members. Or we’ll,” he pauses, lifting his hand above his head, “let him go.” 
 
    The screen goes black and I scream. 
 
    Red hot anger charges through my core as I stand and wrench my amulet from its compartment, launching it at the screen with an almighty roar that tears at my throat. As the room rotates around me, swirling and blurred, I look around for something else—something to throw, something to kick. Why is this room so empty of things? 
 
    I can’t breathe. My hands grasping at my throat, I choke, desperately trying to suck oxygen into my lungs. Jaik reaches for me, but I shove him away with a roar. I can’t. I just can’t. My face is hot and damp and I wonder whether I’m crying as I sink to the ground. Gasping for breath, I press my forehead to the cool metal floor and begin to sob. This time, when two large hands grab hold of me, I don’t fight it. Allowing myself to be enveloped in the soft folds of Tarin’s robes, he holds me tight as I howl and scream against his chest.  
 
    For a moment I remember Dulesh, Lutek and Risiki are here somewhere, probably watching, appalled. As Tarin lifts me up off the ground, cradling me against his chest, I decide I don’t care. My whole body feels numb as I tremble uncontrollably. Somewhere, doors hiss open. I don’t know where Tarin’s taking me and I don’t care. I just want to be as far away from that room as possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wake up on my bed with a blanket over me and the taste of vomit in my mouth. As my eyes adjust to the dark, I realise with surprise that the sunstar has set. Moonlight shines in through the windows, illuminating the long figure of Tarin sleeping on the floor beside my bed and Kara’s tiny frame curled in a chair, her short blonde hair brushing across her eyes.  
 
    Sitting up, I try to fill in the blanks. The noise that escapes my lips as it comes flooding back to me is somewhere between a squeak and a growl. I cover my mouth with my hands, but Tarin is already awake, alert and poised at my side.  
 
    Kneeling by the bed, his dark blue eyes shine in the moonlight. “Hey. Are you okay?” 
 
    I shake my head, peeling away the curls that have stuck to my face. “No. I’m not. Not at all.” 
 
    “At least you’re talking again,” Kara offers. 
 
    Looking over to the chair, I find her stretching, mid-yawn. “What do you mean?” I ask. 
 
    “You haven’t said a word since Danikai,” she replies. “Fahr said you were in shock.” 
 
    “Fahr?” 
 
    Kara shakes her head in disbelief. “Wow. You were really out of it. When Tarin brought you back here, you ran to the washroom and vomited for an age. Then you just sat and rocked on the bed.” She shudders. “It was horrible. Then you fell asleep.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for scaring you,” I apologise. “Everything’s just a blur after Tarin picked me up.” 
 
    “I put your amulet back on,” Kara says, nodding at my chest. “Thought you might want it.” 
 
    My eyes widen as I remember throwing it across the room. “Thank you.” 
 
    “So, that’s Dylan?” Tarin says with a wry smile. 
 
    I nod, still unable to believe it. I think back to the screen, his limp body hanging in that dark cell, his dark jeans dusty and his shirt torn around the neck. What have they done to him?  
 
    Kara stands and walks over to the bed, perching on the end. “How did they even find out about him?” 
 
    “The Dyja must have told him,” I say. “Dylan was there when they collected me from Earth. It’s safe to say it was obvious to everyone there how much he means to me.” 
 
    My throat is sore from screaming and I flush at the thought of the scene everyone witnessed. I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, but it catches in my throat.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Kara says, seemingly reading my mind. “Your reaction was justified. I think anyone would have done the same.” 
 
    I nod mutely then frown as I look around the room. “Where’s Jaik?” 
 
    “He’s gone,” Tarin says. “As soon as you pushed him away, he disappeared.” 
 
    I nod again, unsurprised. My reaction hadn’t been personal. I’ll have to apologise when I see him. 
 
    “Right,” Tarin says, moving to stand. “We’ll let you get some rest and we’ll meet in the usual place first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Morning?” I ask, panic rising in my throat. “We need to do something now!” I point out the window, up at the night sky. “Somewhere out there, Dylan is hanging in a cell. I need to help him!” 
 
    Tarin takes hold of my hands and waits until I look at him before he speaks. “Crystal. I promise you that we are going to get him back, but we need to think. He’s their bargaining tool, so they won’t hurt him. In the morning, we’ll talk this through and come up a plan.” He pauses, searching my eyes for acceptance. “Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” I sigh, squeezing his hands before letting them go and drawing my knees up to my chest. 
 
    Kara reaches out and places her hand on my leg. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    “No,” I reply honestly. My eyes are already stinging with fresh tears. I bite my lip in an attempt to draw them back in. 
 
    Kara shares a look with Tarin. “You go,” she says. “I’ll stay with Crystal.” 
 
    “You don’t need to,” I protest. 
 
    “I know,” she says. “I want to.” 
 
    Facing the tall windows, I lie down on the bed. Kara curls beside me, draping an arm over my waist. 
 
    “Shall I close the shutters?” she asks. 
 
    “No,” I whisper. “I want to be able to see up there.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Crystal 
 
    I awake to the warmth of the sunstar on my face and soft steady breathing in my ear. For a moment, I lie there confused, until it all comes screaming back to me. I sit up, squinting in the light as Kara sleeps peacefully at my side. My chest aches with every breath. The Zarbilian have Dylan. I can’t get my brain to accept it. How can they have him? I wonder for a second whether I dreamt it all, but the soreness in my throat and the rawness of my eyes whisper the truth.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    I look down to find Kara’s peaceful face now creased with waking as she squints in the sunlight. “Honestly? Awful.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” she says, pushing herself up and yawning. “Today’s the day we do something about it though, okay?” 
 
    I smile gratefully. What exactly we’re going to do about it remains to be seen. Last night I fell asleep trying to think of plans but couldn’t assemble one that didn’t involve us being captured or killed.  
 
    “I’m going to go back to my room and get ready,” Kara says. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    Concern flares in her eyes and my stomach lurches at the memory of the screaming mess I was last night. “I’ll be fine,” I reassure her. “I’ll meet you in the throne room in half an hour.” 
 
    “The throne room?” Kara questions. “Not our usual place?” 
 
    “No.” I shake my head. “This is serious. I’m inviting Risiki, Dulesh and Lutek too. I really don’t want to be in the same room as them, but they have orbits of valuable experience that we may need.” 
 
    Kara nods. “I see your point. I’ll see you in the throne room then.” 
 
    As the doors close behind her, I turn and pick up the photo frame from beside my bed. My most treasured possession. I trace Dylan’s face with my finger, taking in his bright smile, his eyes crinkling with laughter. My stomach churns at the thought of him in danger; in pain. Even so, my heart flutters at the thought that, for the first time, there’s a possibility of seeing him again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in the throne room once more, I sit down to signal the start of the meeting. As everyone else takes their seats I cast my eyes over them, noting the empty chair between Kara and Tarin. 
 
    Where is he? I ask Tarin. 
 
    Tarin’s jaw tightens as he looks at me. He’s not well. 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. Not well? 
 
    He shakes his head and I realise I don’t think I’ve ever seen Tarin look so angry. He’s practically seething. 
 
    Part of me wants to press for more information, but as everyone’s eyes are on me expectantly, I sit forward instead. “So,” I begin, resting my hands on the delicate arms of the throne. “I need ideas. How can we get to Zarbilian and back safely?” 
 
    “We can’t, Your Majesty!” Risiki exclaims. “It would be a suicide mission.” 
 
    I inhale slowly and look over the rest of the group. “Any helpful suggestions?” 
 
    “We need a decoy.” 
 
    My head snaps to the doors as they close behind Jaik. Every step he takes towards the circle seems to require intense concentration as he squints, his eyes appearing small and bruised. He flops down in his seat giving Tarin a hearty slap on the shoulder before turning to his other side and winking at Kara. 
 
    What’s going on? I ask. Are you okay? 
 
    He keeps his eyes focused on the floor at the centre of the circle, refusing to look at me. I’m fine. 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘a decoy’?” Lutek asks, bringing my attention back to the meeting. 
 
    Jaik shrugs. “We send a Starlatten ship and make them believe the people they want are on board, but we secretly sneak a second ship that they won’t be watching.” 
 
    Lutek considers this. “There’s the beginning of an idea there, but they’ll still detect the second ship as it tries to land.” 
 
    “We need to distract them,” I murmur. “So, they won’t be looking.” 
 
    “Blow it up?” Jaik suggests with a snort. 
 
    Watching his slouched figure, I feel torn. Whatever’s going on has to do with what happened yesterday. It has to. A big part of me wants to cradle him and make sure he’s okay but another part of me wants to try out the new high kick I’ve learnt in training this week. 
 
    Kara catches my eye. “It would certainly distract them.” 
 
    “Are we actually suggesting we blow up a ship?” Risiki exclaims. “We are at war, Your Majesty. We need every resource we have!” 
 
    Ambassador Dulesh straightens his robes and peers down his nose at Jaik from across the circle. “Destroying our valuable resources for one person, from another planet no less, does not seem the logical thing to do, Your Majesty.” 
 
    My blood boils, but I keep my face calm. “This is not solely a rescue mission, Ambassador.” 
 
    “No?” he drawls. “And what else are you hoping to accomplish?” 
 
    Focusing on the plan I’ve been formulating since waking, I try to neutralise the glare forming on my face. “Danikai is from Ittica. First of all, we need to know everything about this planet. Where is it? What is it like? I think it’s safe to assume that the Zarbilian have received weapons from them.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Lutek nods. “I’ll send a message to my star mapping team to start researching immediately.” 
 
    Her eyes glaze over momentarily as she sends her command and I smile in appreciation. “We also need to know how many Itticans there are on Zarbilian. Danikai called himself their leader. We need to know what the relationship is between them.” 
 
    “Are you thinking the Itticans are using the Zarbilian’s anger to fuel the invasion?” Tarin asks.  
 
    “I think it makes sense.” I nod. “Danikai isn’t interested in peace because we haven’t wronged him. He just wants Starlatten. If we can somehow talk to the Zarbilian people, perhaps we’ll have more success.” 
 
    Risiki shakes his head furiously. “All of this is based on assumption and luck, Your Majesty. Who in the stars would be reckless enough to undertake such a mission?” 
 
    Tarin raises his hand. “Me.” 
 
    “Me!” Kara smiles at me, her eyes bright. 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    My eyes widen in surprise as Lutek sits forward. “I have the military experience you’ll need and, as you said, Your Majesty, we might not have been the ones to create Zarbilian, but we were implicit in allowing it to continue. I would like to try and atone for my part in it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander Lutek.” I smile gratefully. “And of course, I’ll be going.” 
 
    The onslaught of shouting and limb waving forces me back onto my throne in shock. 
 
    “Preposterous!” Risiki puffs gesticulating to no one in particular. “The only surviving member of our royal family? On a suicide mission?” 
 
    Tarin stands before me, arguing that I need to stay safe as Kara tugs on his arm arguing that if I want to go, I should be allowed to. 
 
    “Enough!” 
 
    The shouts trail into grumbles as everyone turns to look at Jaik, who looks pained as he rubs at his temples. “If she wants to go, she’ll go. There’s no point trying to stop her.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say with a small smile. 
 
    “Yeah, well just don’t get us all killed,” he grumbles, his eyes screwed tight. 
 
    “Us?” I ask. 
 
    He lifts his head and meets my eyes for the first time. “If you’re going, then I’m going.” 
 
    Kara leans forward, her eyes glistening with excitement. “Are we actually going to blow up a ship?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not long afterwards, the meeting draws to a close. Dulesh and Risiki offer their services here on Starlatten, with the suggestion that they might be needed to send help if something goes wrong. I have to agree, begrudgingly, that it does make sense. 
 
    Jaik slinks off immediately after a terse silent conversation with Tarin, and Kara leaves to break the news to her father about the mission. Dulesh goes to oversee the research on Ittica, and Risiki and Lutek go to secure a suitable decoy ship and actual ship to take us to Zarbilian. 
 
    Tarin walks beside me as we enter the corridor, pulling his red hood back over his head.  
 
    “Fahr’s not going to be pleased with me.” I grimace. 
 
    “He won’t be happy,” Tarin agrees, “but he’ll understand.” 
 
    We walk on in silence, Tarin pausing when we reach the elevation discs, but I continue past them. He reaches out and grabs my arm. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m going to go and speak to Danikai,” I reply with as much confidence as I can muster. 
 
    Tarin’s face is a picture. “What?” 
 
    “He needs to know we’re coming,” I explain. “We need to know where to land. Zarbilian might not be a large planet, but our mission will be a lot easier if we land where the people are.” 
 
    “That right there, is why you’re queen.” Tarin grins and bows low. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I tilt my head, eyeing him suspiciously. “You’re not going to try and stop me?” 
 
    “You’d just sneak off and do it later.” Tarin’s deep laugh rumbles through me and I blush. “At least this way I can keep an eye on you. I’m not keen on the whole taking your amulet off part.” 
 
    “Me either.” I shudder at the thought of doing it again as we continue down the winding corridors toward the control room. “So,” I start in what I hope is a casual tone. “What’s wrong with Jaik?” 
 
    Tarin’s face clouds and he shakes his head. “Nothing to worry about. He’s just overreacting.” 
 
    I pull him to a stop. “He wasn’t going to show up today, was he?” 
 
    Tarin’s face is unmoving.  
 
    “Tarin,” I say. “Tell me.” 
 
    His eyes search mine, torn between loyalties. “Are you asking as my friend or as my queen?” 
 
    I smile. “Your queen.” 
 
    “Jaik drank the best part of a bottle of manula nectar last night,” Tarin says. “He says it was heavily diluted, but you can see the effect it had.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask, my eyes wide. 
 
    Tarin shakes his head. “You know why, Crystal. Jaik is in love with you and he knows you don’t feel the same way.” 
 
    “I do love him,” I say weakly. 
 
    “Yes. But not the way he wants you to love him.” Tarin places a large hand on my shoulder. “He’s working through it. Remember, he chose to come to the meeting. He’s coming on the mission. Try and be patient with him.” 
 
    “Mm,” I manage, trying not to spew the frustration bubbling in my heart. “It’s not my fault he feels that way.” 
 
    “No one is saying it is.” 
 
    We continue walking down the corridor and a small voice whispers cruelly in the back of my mind. It is your fault. You’ve kissed him. Twice.  
 
    “We’re here,” Tarin announces. 
 
    Forcing myself to concentrate, I place my palm on the security panel by the door. The room is cold, and I shiver as I step inside.  
 
    “Where is everyone?” I ask, realizing I was expecting a room filled with people. 
 
    Tarin grimaces. “They’re using a secondary room, until the screen can be fixed.” 
 
    My eyes widen as I turn to the large black screen at the front of the room. A small hairline splinter can be seen at its centre. “Oh.” 
 
    “It still works.” Tarin chuckles. “I think Commander Risiki just wanted to avoid having to explain how it got broken.” 
 
    My eyes fall on the communication console and nerves begin to thrash in my stomach.  
 
    “You can do this,” Tarin says, noticing my hesitation. 
 
    Stepping forward, I slip into the seat and, before I can change my mind, slide my amulet off and slot it into the compartment. As I place my hand on the shining sphere, the screen comes alive in a flash of blue and white. 
 
    “This is Queen Akinara of Starlatten. I wish to speak to Addan Danikai.” 
 
    Almost immediately, the screen flickers and fills with the dark-eyed image of Danikai. A chill runs through me. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” He smiles. “I was hoping to hear from you. When will you be joining us?” 
 
    I take a steadying breath and force myself to maintain eye contact. “We leave tomorrow.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Danikai all but hisses. “Who shall we expect?” 
 
    “Commander in Chief Risiki, Second Commander Lutek, Ambassador Dulesh and myself,” I lie, hoping my confidence is convincing. 
 
    “What about Ambassador Bazanat?” Danikai frowns. 
 
    “We don’t know if Ambassador Bazanat is alive,” I reply tightly. “We haven’t been able to locate him following your attack on Galeania.” 
 
    Danikai nods. “Perhaps he has already paid his price then.” 
 
    “Where should we navigate to?” I ask, trying to ignore his flippancy regarding Jaik’s father’s life. 
 
    “All life on Zarbilian is located between the Remalah Mountains,” Danikai explains. “There is a large hangar you’ll be able to locate easily enough. I look forward to meeting you in person, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I shudder as his thin lips pull into a smile. “One more thing,” I say. “I want to see the prisoner.” 
 
    Danikai laughs, high and squeaky. “I’m sure you do. You’ll see him soon enough.” 
 
    “No,” I say a little louder than I intended. “How do I know you haven’t killed him already?” 
 
    “You don’t.” 
 
    I hold his stare, tightening my grip on the sphere. “If you don’t show me, the deal is off.” 
 
    Muttering under his breath, Danikai reaches out and stabs a button off screen. I watch, barely breathing as the screen flickers to darkness, wondering for a moment whether he’s cut us off.  
 
    Somewhere, someone turns on a soft orange light and the screen glows, revealing a dark, dense metal door. The same woman as before presses a sequence of buttons and the door slides open. 
 
    My chest contracts as Dylan’s drooping figure becomes illuminated in the dim light. I lean forward, searching for any signs of injury, taking in every tiny detail I can. Is he okay? It’s impossible to tell. His usually sun kissed skin appears pale and wan and his dark blonde hair is longer, hanging limply over his eyes. Blinking back the forming tears, I note how frail and weak he looks. I’m not sure how they’re keeping him alive in his current state, but I have to trust that they will. I’ll be there soon. 
 
    I have no desire to speak to Danikai again, so as the screen begins to flicker once more, I release my hand from the sphere and pluck my amulet from its slot. The screen turns black. 
 
    “Well, we’ve got our information,” I announce, my legs quaking as I stand. 
 
    Tarin reaches out and pulls me to him, wrapping me against his torso. “You don’t have to pretend to be strong for me,” he whispers over my head. “It’s okay to be upset. If that was Fahr, I’d be a wreck. In fact, I’d have probably torn this place to the ground by now.” 
 
    I smile and squeeze my arms around his waist. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Any time,” he says. “Now, it’s time to wish me luck.” 
 
    “Luck?” I ask, staring up at him. 
 
    Tarin grimaces. “I’ve got to go and tell my husband that I’m leaving on a dangerous mission in the morning and I don’t know how long I’ll be gone for.” 
 
    Wincing, I suck my breath in through my teeth. “You’ll need all the luck you can get.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Jaik 
 
    Standing outside Crystal’s door, my head pounding and a mild sweat alternating between boiling and freezing on my face and back, I’m ready to admit that manula nectar had indeed, been a stupid choice. 
 
    Crystal? Are you in there? May I come in? 
 
    After a pause, the doors slide open and I step inside. A large bag sits on a chair, half packed, as Crystal hovers nearby eyeing me with caution. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” she asks. 
 
    My stomach twists and I swallow. “A bit better.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” She nods, returning to her packing. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I step towards her, steadying myself on the back of the chair. “Crystal, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry?” she repeats, not looking up. “Whatever for?” 
 
    “Please look at me.” 
 
    With a small sigh, she lifts her head and I try to ignore the fluttering in my chest as those deep brown eyes meet mine.  
 
    “I’ve let you down,” I begin. “You needed me, and I wasn’t there. I let my own issues and insecurities get the better of me and… and I’m sorry.” 
 
    She stares at me and a trickle of sweat runs down my back.  
 
    “You’re the most important person in the world to me, Crystal.” I force myself to continue. “I don’t want my feelings to jeopardise our friendship. If I lost you again…” I trail off as she stares at me, unreadable. “Please say something.” 
 
    Crystal inhales slowly, her eyes filled with doubt. “We are about to undertake an extremely dangerous mission. There’s a high chance we won’t make it back and I need to know that I can count on everyone involved. If I can’t count on you, I would rather you stay here and keep an eye on Dulesh and Risiki.”  
 
    My eyes widen in dismay and I tighten my grip on the chair as the floor falls away beneath my feet. “No! I need to come,” I plead. “I have issues I need to work on, but I swear I’m here for you. I want to rescue Dylan and end this invasion.” I reach out and take hold of her hands. “I promise.”  
 
    She pulls her hands away. “I’m not sure I believe you.”  
 
    My knees buckle and I grab hold of the chair once more, my mind grasping at ways to convince her. “I’m telling the truth.” 
 
    She stares at me, her eyes dark. “I think you’re just saying what I want to hear.” 
 
    I shake my head, exhaustion tugging at my core. 
 
    “For the love of Jetzia, will you sit down before you pass out, Jaik,” Crystal snaps. 
 
    My chest aches at the look of disgust on her face and I sink onto the edge of her bed. “What do you want me to say?” I ask. 
 
    She sits down on a chair and folds her arms. “I want the truth. I want everything. Get it out your system so you don’t need to drown it in manula nectar.” 
 
    I groan and rake my hands through my damp hair. “Tarin told you.” 
 
    “Don’t be angry with him,” she says. “I forced him.” 
 
    Sitting there, falling to pieces, I weigh up my options. Either I show her the contents of my soul or she leaves me behind. If I tell her everything, she might still leave me behind. I close my eyes and jump.  
 
    “Do you ever look back over your life and think about how different things could have been?”  
 
    Crystal frowns, my words unexpected. “Of course, I do,” she says. “All the time. If we hadn’t been attacked... If my grandmother hadn’t created this whole mess…” 
 
    I watch her and shake my head. “I can see it so clearly. My life. How it should have been. I’d have grown up with my parents in Galeania and I’d have kept in touch with you after that summer. We’d have fallen in love and I would have moved to Stajahl to pursue a career in politics or the military. Starlatten wouldn’t have been invaded and you would be training to take over from your father in orbits to come.” Tears prick my eyes and I don’t fight them. “I can see it so clearly sometimes; it almost feels real.”  
 
    “But it didn’t happen that way, Jaik,” Crystal says, her face pained. “You need to stop being angry at the past and chasing a future that isn’t yours anymore or it will destroy you.”  
 
    A low growl escapes me, and I clench my hair in my fists. “I know! But I can’t stop. I can’t stop being angry.”  
 
    “If you don’t learn how to deal with this anger, Jaik, you’re going to end up completely alone.” The concern in Crystal’s tone causes me to look up. “What happened to you was not okay; it was awful. No one can change the past, but you can control your future.”  
 
    “What future?” I ask, flinching as Crystal’s face darkens. 
 
    “You can have any future you want!” Crystal shouts, her frustration reaching the surface. “You just need to accept that I might not be it!”  
 
    My own anger bubbles in my chest and I say the words I’ve been holding in for so long. “What if that’s the only future I’m interested in?”  
 
    Crystal lets out a whimper of exasperation. “Then you are a complete idiot. Even if you hadn’t been kidnapped, there’s no guarantee that you and I would have ended up together.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to reply but pause. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “What do you mean, ‘what do I mean’?” she mimics, her eyes incredulous. “Just because you and I shared a moment one summer, a million orbits ago, does not mean we are destined to be together. I might have met someone else in Stajahl before you and I saw each other again.” She waves her arms as if to punctuate the point. “Anything could have happened. You might have become ill and died for all you know.”  
 
    As she finishes her rant, breathing hard, I let her words settle over me. Perhaps she’s right. I’ve been so focused on how my life has been moulded by things outside my control that I never really considered the idea that I never had control in the first place. 
 
    “You’re right,” I mumble. “I’m an idiot.”  
 
    “Yes,” Crystal says. “You are. You have your whole life ahead of you and you need to start focusing on the bigger picture.” 
 
    I slip down off the bed and kneel at her feet, holding out my hands. She stares at them for a moment before placing her hands in mine. “You have every right not to trust me,” I admit. “But I swear to you that I will not let you down. Your friendship is more important than any future I thought I wanted. Please let me prove it to you.”  
 
    Even as I say the words, I’m not sure I fully believe them. Not just yet. They seem to work, however, as Crystal gives a small nod.  
 
    “Fine,” she says. She stands and my hands drop to my lap as she returns to her packing. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning at sunrise. Get some rest and don’t be late.”  
 
    Nodding, I paste a smile on my face, desperately trying to hold it together a little longer. “See you first thing.”  
 
    My body screams at me as I clamber to my feet and head back into the corridor. I’m not sure if I’ve made things better or worse, but at least she’s letting me come. With each step toward my room, I feel my confidence grow. I won her over before. Even if she’s furious with me, I can win her round again. My pace quickens as the nausea inside me builds. If I’m going to prove myself to Crystal, I need to get myself sorted out before tomorrow. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Crystal 
 
    Dropping my bag to the floor, I gawk at the sprawling flight dome, the steady hum of noise echoing as engineers and Dyja scurry to and fro. The ship that will take us to Zarbilian looms above me like a metal mountain. Taking up most of the dome, its pale silver flanks are smooth and polished with thin strips of blue light running from tip to tail.  
 
    At present, the tail is opened onto the dome floor as Dyja load in supplies. It’s tiny compared to the Galastasia, but this is different. It hadn’t felt like boarding a ship when I travelled on the royal vessel. Accessed by a series of tunnels, I never really got an idea of the size. In fact, the only time I ever saw it in its entirety was the few seconds before it exploded. Swallowing the fear in my throat, I try to remember that although this ship is going to suffer the same fate, hopefully we won’t be on it when it does. 
 
    “Seems a shame to blow it up, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I turn to find Lutek standing next to me, her formal dark military robes traded in for a blue version of the two-piece robes I designed.  
 
    She notices my stare and smiles. “I heard they were easier to move around in.” 
 
    Speechless, I watch as she shouts a command to an engineer before continuing toward the ship. 
 
    Kara appears at my elbow. “I think I’m starting to like her.” 
 
    “Right?” I agree, turning to embrace my friend. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready?” Kara raises her eyebrows. “For a dangerous mission that could get us all killed? Sure.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I smile and pick up my bag to begin the walk to the ship. Nodding at the engineers and Dyja who bow as I pass, I realise it’s becoming less strange to be treated like the queen. Although, I did have to fight two very insistent Dyja for the right to carry my own bag.  
 
    When we reach the towering metal staircase leading to the main door in the side of the ship, I pause. “Are Tarin and Jaik already here?” 
 
    Kara glances upward. “Only one way to find out.” 
 
    With every step up, the reality of the situation begins to hit home. Will this even work? There are still so many details left to sort out. By the time I reach the top, I have to clutch the wall to steady myself against the pounding in my chest. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    I look up to find Jaik at the door, his green eyes narrowed in concern as he helps me through the doorway. I’m flooded with relief as I take in his face, no longer pained and pale, he looks like the old Jaik. My Jaik. 
 
    “Breathe slowly,” he instructs. “In through your nose and out through your mouth.” 
 
    I do as he says and after a few breaths, I feel my heart slow and my vision focus. “Thank you.” 
 
    He holds my gaze and gives me a reassuring smile. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    For a moment, I wonder whether he’s going to hug me as it’s what he would normally do. Awkwardness hangs between us as he drops my arms and steps back, embracing Kara instead.  
 
    “Tarin’s checking out our sleeping quarters,” he says. “Want to see?” 
 
    “Yes!” Kara squeals and we follow him down the brightly lit corridor into the belly of the ship. 
 
    “How many rooms are there?” I ask. 
 
    “Eleven, I’ve been told,” Jaik answers, opening a door with his palm. “Including the room they’ve prepared for you.” 
 
    I stop walking, causing Jaik and Kara to turn. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Jaik laughs. “You didn’t think they’d have the queen sleeping next to us, did you? As it’s not a royal ship, they had to modify a room especially.” 
 
    I’m horrified. “But I don’t want special quarters.” 
 
    Jaik shrugs and continues walking, leaving me with no choice but to follow. 
 
    The rooms are located on a long stretch of corridor lit in a pale green colour and as we approach, one of the doors slides open and Tarin’s face appears. 
 
    Jaik leans past him, poking his head into the room. “Making yourself at home?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Tarin nods. “It’s going to take us three days to get to Zarbilian.” 
 
    My chest tightens. Three days of travel for us. Three days of hell for Dylan. 
 
    “Do you want me to show you where your room is?” Tarin asks, looking at me. 
 
    “It’s not even on this corridor, is it? Is there a spare one here?” I ask. 
 
    Jaik folds his arms across his chest. “Like I said, there are eleven rooms. Tarin, Kara and I make three. Lutek and the four Dyja we’re bringing make eight. Oh, and the two pilots. There’s all ten. Then there’s you.” 
 
    “Great maths.” Kara gives a small round of applause. 
 
    Jaik shoots her a withering look before turning to me. “I know what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “The pilots can have my room,” I say firmly. “They’re getting us there safely; they deserve the most comfort.” 
 
    Jaik holds his hands up in mock surrender. “What the queen wants, the queen gets.” 
 
    “Good,” I say, catching Tarin’s eye as he glances at Jaik. I’m glad he’s feeling better, but this is almost too much.  
 
    “The room next door to me hasn’t been claimed yet,” Tarin says.  
 
    “Great.” I smile and place my palm on the panel to set the lock. It blinks three times before glowing green and sliding open before me.  
 
    Stepping inside, I’m pleasantly surprised. It’s a small room, of course, with no windows. The only furniture is a standard size bed with pale green covers, a clothing panel in one wall and a refreshment panel in the other. This will do me just fine. I smile. Just fine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Reaching across, I take hold of the harness and fasten myself into the row of four seats. Kara and Tarin are already strapped in, and in front of me, Lutek sits with the Dyja. Once we leave Starlatten’s atmosphere, we’ll be able to walk around the ship as normal, but this is the part that’s making me nervous. Gripping the arms of the chair, I try to steady my breathing, facing straight ahead as the pilots announce we’ll be initiating take off soon. 
 
    A hand covers mine and I flinch. Looking up, I smile as Jaik settles himself into the remaining seat to my left. 
 
    “You’re doing great,” he whispers, his eyes focused forward. 
 
    Before I can reply, the deafening roar of engines fills the cabin and with an almighty shudder, the ship begins to rise. Closing my eyes, I picture the roof of the flight dome opening above us in giant silver segments. As we climb further still, the noise of the engines increases, my teeth grinding together at the sensation of my body being pressed into my seat. My fingers grip the arm rests and my ear drums vibrate, ready to explode as the engines roar and an invisible force slams me backwards.  
 
    Jaik laces his fingers through mine and squeezes. I squeeze back, grateful for the reassurance as I try to focus on anything but the jolting and vibrating of the ship.  
 
    Just as my panic reaches breaking point, the noise stops, and I wonder whether I’ve lost my hearing. Opening my eyes, I look around realising the jolting and shaking has stopped too. 
 
    “We made it.” Jaik smiles and releases my hand. 
 
    Sighing in relief, I sink back against my seat. 
 
    Your Majesty, we have successfully left Starlatten’s atmosphere and orbit. We are approaching Zarbilian at top speed and should arrive within two and a half days. 
 
    Thank you, I reply to the pilot’s announcement. 
 
    Around me, everyone begins unfastening themselves, standing and stretching.  
 
    Lutek turns and fixes me with her blue stare. “I suggest we meet immediately to discuss our strategy. There is a suitable room on the second deck.” 
 
    Pushing the nervous energy building in my stomach as far down as it will go, I nod in agreement. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The second deck isn’t far and as Lutek presses her palm against the panel to allow us access to the meeting room, I follow after her, unsure of what to expect. The meeting room is large and circular, with a table and chairs arranged in its centre. Two of the Dyja sit at control panels pressing buttons as we move to take our seats.  
 
    “Your Majesty?” 
 
    I pause, halfway to sitting beside Tarin, when Lutek clears her throat, gesturing to a larger more comfortable seat at the head of the table. With an inward sigh, I straighten and walk around the table to it. Jaik catches my eye and smiles. 
 
    Shhh. I send. 
 
    He raises his eyebrows. I didn’t say anything. 
 
    You didn’t have to. 
 
    “Would it be acceptable to Your Majesty, if I began the meeting?” Lutek asks. 
 
    “Of course.” I nod. 
 
    “I’ve taken it upon myself to commission some disguises,” she begins. Pressing a button, a still image of the woman we saw with Dylan appears on a screen. “From our recent evidence and accounts from survivors of the attack on the Galastasia, it appears the Zarbilian wear these blue uniforms. We each have a uniform to help us blend in.” 
 
    “An excellent idea, Commander Lutek,” Jaik says, impressed. 
 
    Lutek inclines her head in response. “As discussed, there is a small ship attached to this one. We will board the second ship and launch within seconds of the detonation of this ship.” 
 
    “Seconds?” I echo. 
 
    “It will have to be almost simultaneous if we are to avoid detection from the ground,” Lutek explains. 
 
    “How are we going to explain the ship exploding?” Kara asks, leaning her elbows on the large white table. 
 
    “We are going to pre-record a distress signal. It will announce our arrival and then demand to know why we are being fired upon. We’re hoping their command centre will assume someone is ignoring orders and firing on our ship. They shouldn’t realise the truth until we’ve had time to land safely.” 
 
    Pulling my lip under my teeth I let the plan sink in. Across the table, I meet Jaik’s eye and jolt at the fear I find there. He blinks, and it’s gone so quickly, I wonder if I imagined it. He turns to Lutek. 
 
    “Did you say we would be landing by mountains outside the city?” he asks. As Lutek nods, he continues. “How long will it take us to get through the mountains and into the city?” 
 
    “We’re not entirely sure,” Lutek admits. “We have all the imaging we own on Zarbilian and the Dyja are working their way through it, familiarising themselves with the landscape and identifying the best route as well as potential dangers.” 
 
    “What do we need to do?” I ask. 
 
    “Rest, train and when the Dyja have our route, study it and commit it to memory in case we get separated.” 
 
    Icy fear tickles my spine as I imagine being lost and alone in the foreboding red mountains of Zarbilian. That’s if we make it off the ship alive. 
 
    “Thank you, Commander,” Jaik says. “You’ve done an excellent job with the little time and resources we’ve had. I’m glad we have you on our team.” 
 
    As everyone stands and begins to leave, I find I can’t move. Jaik meets my gaze again and frowns in question. 
 
    What have I done? I ask. I’m going to get everyone killed. 
 
    Jaik shakes his head. No. This will work. It’s a good plan. 
 
    His words ring hollow in my mind as I eye the traces of fear in his gaze. This mission is insanely dangerous, and I have no idea whether any one of us will survive, but there’s no turning back now. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Crystal 
 
    Asteroids delay our journey by almost half a day. So close, the excitement and nervous energy in the air had been palpable. A heavy air of disappointment settled over everyone following the announcement, and all we could do was sit and wallow in nervous energy. 
 
    Now, standing on the observation deck and staring out at the large red mass growing ever nearer, I marvel at how different it is from Starlatten. Vast canyons zigzag across its surface with no obvious signs of life, and I’ve been watching for almost an hour trying to pinpoint the Remalah mountains with little success.  
 
    Crystal? Where are you? 
 
    I blink as Tarin’s voice jolts me from my thoughts. Observation deck, I reply, my eyes never leaving the view. 
 
    As the planet turns away from the sunstar, the surface darkening with creeping nightfall, small pinpricks of light begin to appear in a tiny cluster. I press my face to the cold glass in awe as the city materialises before me. Dylan is down there somewhere and I realise with a jolt that this is the closest I’ve been to him since Earth. 
 
    The last three days have been strange. Amidst so many moments of normality—training sessions, meals and shared laughter—there have also been moments of doubt and despair. Whenever someone mentioned home, or anything beyond the mission, a hush settled over the conversation. Yesterday, in the middle of a game of crayak, Kara burst into tears. Jaik had just successfully moved all the blue star-beads into his corner to secure a win and we assumed she was just overreacting to the loss. I later found out it was because she plays crayak most nights with her father. He always plays the blue stars. My heart pulls at the memory of Kara’s heartbroken face, her eyes glistening with the fear of never seeing her father again.  
 
    It’s different for me. I don’t have anyone to go back to. Everyone I care about is here with me. I squint at the lights on the dark red surface below. Or somewhere down there. 
 
    “There you are.” 
 
    My stomach lurches as I turn and see Tarin’s dark blue suit. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to seeing them, even though we’ve been wearing them all day. Glancing down at my own suit, I check for the hundredth time that my amulet is safely tucked away inside. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I ask as he joins me at the window. 
 
    Tarin nods and glances at the view. “We’re about to initiate contact with the ground, which means we need to be getting to the second ship.” 
 
    My heart begins a slow hammer against my chest. We’ve gone over the plan countless times, but it doesn’t make me feel any less terrified. Staring down at the sparsely populated planet, I exhale. Starlatten had once been like that. My ancestors, Jetzia and Elaini were alone on the planet for orbits, just as the Kains were on Zarbilian. My eyes widen and I grab Tarin’s sleeve. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asks. 
 
    “I’ve just realised.” I gasp, finalising my thoughts. “Elaini and Jetzia were the first rulers of Starlatten because they were the first ones there. Their bloodline has carried through hundreds of generations on Starlatten.” 
 
    Tarin raises his eyebrows in confusion. “Yes.” 
 
    “The Kains,” I say. “We’ve been wondering which Zarbilians are in charge. It will be the Kains. Even with Cadicus dead, it will have passed on to someone else within the family.” 
 
    Tarin looks out the window as he considers my words. I watch him, barely able to contain my glee.  
 
    “That’s a pretty good assumption,” he says with a nod. 
 
    “I’m almost certain of it,” I say confidently. “Cadicus’ parents were star mappers and members of the government. They would have taken to the role naturally.” 
 
    “Well I suppose that gives us someone to look for when we arrive,” Tarin agrees. “That is, if they’re still alive.” 
 
    My face falls. Of course. Cadicus was the same age as my father, which meant he was fifty-two orbits when he died. His parents would be in their seventies at least.  
 
    Tarin reaches out and pats my shoulder. “It’s still the best thing we have to go on.” He takes hold of my hand and tugs me away from the window. “Come on, let’s get down to the ship. It’s now or never.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Swallowing my nerves, I reach out and run my hand along the smooth dark surface of the ship. It’s a lot smaller than I expected. 
 
    “Time to go, Your Majesty,” Lutek calls from the shadowy interior. 
 
    Tarin holds out a hand to help me up the steep steps to the entry hatch. Ducking as I enter, I realise that we’re the last to board. The Dyja flanking Lutek lower their heads in a bow and Kara and Jaik smile nervously from the back row.  
 
    Sliding in between the gap, I edge myself into an empty seat and fasten the harness with trembling fingers. From where I’m sitting, I can’t see the pilots, but the pre-recorded message plays loudly on repeat, echoing through the small craft. 
 
    “This is the Strathos, carrying Queen Akinara of Starlatten. Do not attack. We are here to meet with Commander Danikai. We repeat, do not attack.” 
 
    I turn and smile nervously at Kara as the pilots start the engines. Somewhere in front of us I hear the roar of the dock opening and my eyes brim with tears. Reaching out, I grab hold of Kara’s hand with my right and Tarin’s with my left and squeeze. Before I close my eyes, I notice Kara reaching for Jaik’s on her other side. This is it.  
 
    As the ship rumbles and begins to judder, the pre-recorded message halts abruptly, replaced by the message I recorded the day before. 
 
    “This is Queen Akinara. Please cease your fire! We come in peace. I repeat. Cease your fire!” 
 
    Even though I know it’s part of the plan, the fear and urgency in my voice increases the pounding in my chest and tears flow down my cheeks. Kara’s grip tightens on mine as the pilot’s voice resonates in our minds. 
 
    Ready for detonation. Hold on tight. 
 
    Even before his words have faded, I feel the ship jolt with the aftershock of the first explosion. Explosives have been planted toward the front of the ship, giving us cover and time to get out safely. Or so we hope. 
 
    As the noise of the engines increases to a high-pitched whine, I sway as the ship lifts off the floor. The second lot of explosives detonate and my body smashes against the side of my seat in the aftershock. This is it. Now, we have mere seconds to get out. Before I can begin to picture what’s happening outside the ship, I’m thrown backwards in my seat as the ship launches forward at full speed.  
 
    We barely make it three seconds’ distance before a silent force slams the ship sideways, smashing my head against the headrest. Wincing in pain, I open my eyes and look around.  
 
    I guess that was the final explosion. 
 
    I glance wide-eyed down the row at Jaik. Are we out? Is that it? 
 
    He shrugs in response and I push my thoughts forwards to the pilots. Did we make it? Are we okay? 
 
    Silence seems to spread itself across the ship, highlighting my shallow breathing as I wait anxiously for a response. 
 
    Yes, Your Majesty, the response comes at last. It was very close, but that was what we were aiming for. We’re showing some damage on one side of the ship, but we should be able to land without too much difficulty. I’m hopeful we will be able to make sufficient repairs on the ground. 
 
    I close my eyes, sinking back against my seat. Have we been detected? 
 
    There are no signs of detection, Your Majesty. They seemed quite panicked in their response to our accusation of attack. We’re minutes away from entry, so if they have seen us, we’ll find out soon. 
 
    I try and take a deep breath to steady my breathing. With no windows to look through I wonder whether the mountains are in sight. What does Zarbilian look like close up? As questions swarm around my head, Tarin gently rubs his thumb over the top of my hand. I exhale and smile.  
 
    Before long, the ship jolts, engulfed by the slow steady roar as we enter the atmosphere. The last time I landed on a strange planet it knocked me unconscious. Even though I’m fairly certain it won’t be the case this time, I can’t help but hold my breath in anticipation. Instead of speeding up, however, the ship starts to slow. I glance at Kara to find she’s still sitting with her eyes firmly closed. I realise this is probably her first time on a ship like this. With everything that’s going on, I didn’t ask.  
 
    What do you think is happening? I ask Tarin. 
 
    We’ll be slowing down as we approach the mountain. We need to get down quickly, so we’re not detected, but we also need to come down slow enough that we don’t draw attention. It’s a guessing game. 
 
    I nod, recalling the strategic conversations of the past few days. Countless situations have been discussed and contingency plans have been put in place, but until we actually get near, it’s impossible to know how things are going to play out.  
 
    When the ship touches down and the roar of the engines subsides, I sit up in surprise. It all happened so much quicker than I had expected. We’ve made it. We’re on Zarbilian.  
 
    Your Majesty? Lutek says. I recommend you stay in the ship while we survey the surrounding area for rebels. 
 
    Desperate to get out of the ship and feel fresh air on my skin, I try not to let my disappointment show. Lutek and the Dyja unfasten their harnesses and stand, ready to file off the ship, their stance tense and their eyes alert. As the doors hiss open however, I flinch as a rush of freezing cold air blasts my face. Lutek and the Dyja hurry off the ship, the door closing behind them, leaving us shivering in their wake. 
 
    “It’s freezing out there!” I gasp, staring at Tarin in horror. 
 
    He nods, his face serious. “We’re further from the sunstar. Dulesh informed us that it’s always cold on Zarbilian but the night is freezing.” 
 
    Unfastening my harness, I turn to Kara. “Kara,” I whisper. “We made it. You can open your eyes.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Kara replies through gritted teeth. 
 
    Jaik stands, attempting a stretch but hindered by the arched roof of the ship. “You’ll have to open your eyes soon,” he coaxes. “Unless you’re planning on staying here with the ship.” 
 
    Kara cautiously opens an eye and squints at him. “But it’s freezing out there! Wouldn’t it make sense to stay on the ship until morning?” 
 
    “You heard what Tarin said.” Jaik laughs. “It’s almost always freezing on this miserable planet. Besides, where would you sleep? In that chair?” 
 
    I bite my lip to hide a smile as Kara looks equally mortified at both prospects. 
 
    “We’ve brought lots of extra warm blankets,” Tarin reassures her. “You’ll be okay.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Kara unfastens her harness and stretches her legs. “How long do you think it will be before–” 
 
    As if answering her question, the doors hiss open again and Lutek pulls herself into the ship. She glances across us as though checking we’re okay before her eyes lock with mine.  
 
    “The surrounding area appears to be deserted,” she says. “We will, of course, be on high alert for the foreseeable, but I believe it’s safe for us to make our advance into the mountains. The pilots and two Dyja will stay with the ship to make repairs and defend it, should the need arise.” 
 
    Trying not to shiver as the icy air swirls around the ship, I nod my agreement. Two of the Dyja—Boshi and Lahlo—appear behind Lutek, carrying large bags of material. As they hand one to each of us, I unfold it, realising with joy it’s an extremely thick, bulky jacket.  
 
    “We predicted we might need a bit of extra help against the cold.” Lutek smiles as I slide my arms into the sleeves. “It’s going to get a lot colder before sunrise.” 
 
    Fastening the jacket, I immediately feel better. My hands and face are still exposed to the biting wind, but it makes all the difference. 
 
    Following Tarin’s lead, I begin to make my way along the row of seats to the doorway. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but the dark abyss of nothingness is orbits away from anything I pictured. Feeling my way down the steps, crunching onto the hard, cold ground, I try to focus on my surroundings despite the oppressive darkness.  
 
    “How in the stars are we going to see where we’re going?” I whisper into the black silence, unsure of who is standing nearest. 
 
    As if in answer to my question, the dark clouds above us shift, revealing a single grey moon. I blink in surprise at the sudden brightness, and as my eyes hungrily absorb the light, I’m finally able to see my surroundings. Gasping in awe, I realise we’re already halfway up one of the mountains, with an expanse of craggy peaks zigzagging their way downwards to the sprawling valley below.  
 
    “We’ll try and find somewhere sheltered a bit further into the mountains to set up camp for the night,” Lutek explains, pointing towards a towering peak. “Hopefully we’ll be able to find a way through before we get too high.”  
 
    “Are you ready?”  
 
    I glance up at Jaik, his green eyes bright in the moonlight. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”  
 
    Tarin grunts in agreement, his eyes never leaving the sharp peak as it stabs at the sky. “Let’s get our packs and get moving.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    After trekking through the darkness for two hours, the clouds begin to cover the moon more frequently, making progress halting and sometimes impossible. Temperatures have dropped so low, our breath hangs in clouds around us as we walk. Finally, Lutek admits defeat and we find an alcove big enough to set up camp in relative shelter from the freezing winds. 
 
    Sitting around a small fire, I watch as the Dyja busy themselves setting up the shelters. Beside me, Tarin tenses, his jaw set and his eyes dark. Following his gaze, I realise he’s watching the Dyja too, but not happily. He tried to help when we stopped, but Lutek told him to stay with me. It’s not the first time Lutek has neglected to treat him as a Dyja. By making him a member of the royal council, I’ve put a divide between him and the job he’s trained for his entire life. 
 
    I reach out and touch his arm. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Fine,” he replies, watching Lutek duck out of the alcove and head towards them. “Looks like the shelter’s ready. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” Lutek stops before me, her cheeks pink and her breath forming white clouds. “We’ve managed to set up two sleeping areas within the alcove. I would have liked to have set up a third, private, area for you but space is limited. I suggest we double the watch to allow you one of the spaces. Everyone else can take turns in the shelter.” 
 
    I feel Tarin shift beside me as I look at Lutek in disbelief. “Absolutely not,” I reply in horror. “We’ll split between the two shelters evenly. I don’t want, nor do I need, a space to myself.” 
 
    Lutek stares at me for a moment, unblinking, before glancing at Tarin. He quickly rearranges his grin into something neutral. “I don’t see why that would be a problem. It makes more sense to share in these temperatures. We’ll need all the warmth we can get.” 
 
    “Fine.” Lutek nods. “Boshi, Lahlo and I will share the smaller of the shelters. The royal council can share the larger of the two.” 
 
    I notice the small inflection of disdain as she says, ‘royal council’ and smile through it. She seems very much on our team, but I’m still aware that she’s part of the government that caused this war in the first place. A fact I won’t forget any time soon. 
 
    “What is the rota for taking watch, Commander?” Tarin asks.  
 
    I hold my breath as Lutek pauses, hoping she hasn’t left Tarin out of the rota. 
 
    “We’ll do an hour at a time. I’ll take first watch, followed by Lahlo, Boshi, you then Jaik.” 
 
    Tarin relaxes a little beside me. “Good.” 
 
    “What about me and Kara?” I ask.  
 
    “Your Majesty,” Lutek says, her smile tight. “You are the last surviving member of the royal family. You shouldn’t even be on this mission. Please allow us to protect you just a little, even if it’s just a night’s rest. We’ll most likely be setting off after Jaik’s watch anyway. Our research says the sunstar should rise in just over five hours.” 
 
    “Fine,” I agree reluctantly.  
 
    “Come on,” Jaik calls from the entrance to the shelter. “Let’s get settled in and get as much rest as possible. We should pair up for warmth, it’s getting colder.” 
 
    I stiffen at his words and Tarin looks down at me, his eyes narrowed.  
 
    Everything okay? 
 
    Will you pair with me? I ask.  
 
    Tarin darts a look toward Jaik, who’s standing by Kara, watching us closely. Of course, I will. 
 
    I smile, my shoulders sagging in relief. Thank you. 
 
    “I’m with Crystal,” he calls over to Jaik.  
 
    Despite the dark, I can sense the flash of annoyance in Jaik’s eyes. I know Tarin does too, but he doesn’t question it. 
 
    “Come on,” he says, placing an arm around my shoulders. “Let’s get some rest.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Crystal 
 
    It’s not the sunstar that wakes me, shining through the covered entrance to the shelter, smothering everything in a foreboding shade of red. It’s the quiet. All night, the freezing wind whipped against our shelter, whistling through the crevices of the towering mountain outside. Now, the silence is deafening.  
 
    Huddled into Tarin’s bulky frame, I’m grateful for the warmth. Kara is still sprawled amongst her blankets, sleeping soundly as Jaik keeps watch outside. I didn’t wake when Tarin left for his shift, but stirred upon his return, watching him wake Jaik through bleary eyes. There is no way of knowing what lies in wait for us today and although I’m a little indignant at being left out of the watch rota, I have to admit I’m grateful for the few hours of uninterrupted sleep. We’ll need every ounce of strength today. 
 
    The entrance to the shelter pulls open, sending beams of sunlight across the rocky surface and I realise with a start that it isn’t the sunstar casting a red glow inside the shelter, but that the rocks themselves are streaked in various shades of deep red and coppery orange.  
 
    “Food’s ready when you are,” Jaik calls from the entrance. He meets my sleepy gaze and smiles. “Sleep okay?” 
 
    I stifle a yawn as Tarin groans and sits up beside me. “Not bad. You?” 
 
    “Same,” Jaik says. “You missed an incredible sunrise out here. Just wait until you see this place.” 
 
    My veins tingle with trepidation and I turn to look at Tarin, who shrugs groggily.  
 
    “I’ve no idea.” He yawns. “It was still completely dark when I finished my watch.” 
 
    As Jaik disappears back through the gap, I stand and follow. Blinking in the bright light, it takes my eyes a second to adjust, but then my breath catches in my throat at the sight before me. We’re so much higher than I first thought. The deep, dark red canyon stretches to the horizon behind us, with spiky rock formations jutting up at the sky like daggers on either side. It’s simultaneously beautiful and terrifying.  
 
    Dragging my eyes away from the foreboding canyon, I turn to look at the way we are to travel this morning. More shadowy rock daggers poke up from the mountainside as it slowly descends into the valley. In the distance, I can make out the dark buildings from Ambassador Dulesh’s memories, sliced into the cliff face. Black and cube-like, the buildings are a far cry from the elegant translucent glass buildings of Starlatten. They do, however, match the gloomy and barren landscape perfectly. 
 
    “It’s the lack of trees.” 
 
    I turn to see Jaik watching me from around the small fire that’s been lit in the centre of the camp. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That’s why it’s so quiet,” he explains. “Even with a breeze, there’s no rustling of the wind in the grass or trees.” 
 
    He’s right. Looking around again, I take in the lack of plant life. How in the stars do people survive on this planet? What do they eat? Commander Lutek’s voice breaks my train of thought. 
 
    “Did you sleep well, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” I reply as she takes a seat near the fire. Despite the fact that the blazing white sunstar is now well above the horizon, it’s still icy cold. I watch the flames dance and jump at the air, wondering what’s being burnt, as there are no sticks or twigs in sight. The Dyja must have brought something with them. 
 
    Kara and Tarin have yet to emerge but Boshi, Lahlo, Jaik and Lutek seem to have been settled around the fire for some time. It’s odd seeing Boshi and Lahlo out of their red Dyja robes. Watching them as they prepare the food, I realise they must be brothers. Their skin is a rich umber and they both share similar dark brown hair, cut so short it can’t curl, and even darker brown eyes.  
 
    “What’s the plan then?” I ask, accepting a cup of water from Jaik. Lutek shares a look with the Dyja, who are scooping some sort of broth into small metal bowls.  
 
    “We’ve been discussing the best course of action and I think it’s best to send a small search party out to see what things are like in the city. We need to find out who’s in charge and where they might be keeping the prisoner.” 
 
    “Dylan,” I say before I can stop myself. “His name is Dylan.” 
 
    Lutek looks at me with an expression I can’t quite place. “Apologies, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Have you told them your theory yet, Crystal?” Tarin asks, emerging from the shelter and taking a seat beside me. 
 
    “Theory?” Lutek asks. 
 
    I take a sip of water. “I was thinking about how Elaini and Jetzia were the first people on Starlatten, which is why they became the ruling family. It makes sense that Zarbilian would do the same, which means that –” 
 
    “The Kains will be in charge,” Lutek finishes. “An excellent theory, Your Majesty.” She turns to the Dyja. “We need to speak to the people and find out if this is true. If it is, we need to find out where the Kains are living.” 
 
    Kara emerges from the shelter, her bright blonde hair sticking up in spikes that mirror the landscape. I grin as she grimaces at the sudden sunlight before flopping down at the fireside.  
 
    “Why didn’t someone wake me?” she grumbles, accepting one of the bowls of broth.  
 
    Jaik grins at her. “We thought you needed as much beauty sleep as possible.”  
 
    Kara pulls a face at him before turning to me. “I overheard some of what’s being planned,” she begins, her blue eyes fierce. “I’m assuming you aren’t okay with the search party plan either?” 
 
    I open my mouth to reply, then pause, as the realisation sinks in. I turn to Lutek. “You’re going to make us stay up here in the mountains, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” Lutek replies as though it’s obvious. “It makes no sense for us all to put ourselves in danger.” 
 
    “What was the point of us coming, if we’re not going to be involved?” Kara challenges. “I agree we should split up, but I think it’s a good idea for us all to go.” 
 
    I nod my agreement. “I came to Zarbilian so I could be a part of this mission. We are all going to be involved and that’s the end of it.” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence settles around the fire, the only noise, that of the flames crackling around the rocks. I meet Lutek’s ice-blue gaze and hold it. I’m not going to back down. We’ve come this far, and I refuse to hide up in the mountains while other people look for Dylan. I’m more than capable of taking care of myself. 
 
    Eventually, Lutek breaks the stare and returns to her broth. “If you’re going to come, we’re going to have to improve your disguise. We can’t risk anyone recognising you.” 
 
    “I can fix that,” Kara chirps. “I’ve been thinking about this already.” 
 
    I eye her with concern. “Really? What exactly are you thinking? 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Kara laughs. “Nothing permanent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour or so later, the fire is out, the camp is packed up and the supplies have been hidden in the alcove we used for shelter. Kara spent half that time fixing my long brown curls into an intricate series of braids. Running my hands over them again, I shiver as I feel the cold air against my neck and scalp. 
 
    “It looks really nice,” Jaik says, glancing over from where he’s shoving a pack into a corner of the alcove. “It suits you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I smile. “It’s going to take a bit of getting used to.” 
 
    It has been decided that we’ll descend into the valley from two slightly different directions to try and cover as much ground as possible, keeping in touch via amulet. Deciding the teams was difficult. Lutek wanted me to come with her and the Dyja but I stood my ground. I explained that I would feel much safer with my friends and had to remind Lutek several times, Tarin is a Dyja too. 
 
    “Time to go,” Lutek calls from the edge of camp. 
 
    Pulling the neck of my blue jumpsuit up against the bitter cold, I follow Boshi and Lahlo as they lead the way, their enormous shadows stretching out impossibly far in front of them. We had to leave the warm jackets at the campsite, as they’re not Zarbilian uniform. 
 
    It’s slow progress as the brittle russet mountainside crumbles underfoot. Despite the relentless cold that wraps itself around us, I feel sweat trickling down my back and chest. How long have we been walking? My mouth is dry and my head pounds. I’m about to send a message forward to Lutek, when the Dyja stop in their tracks. As we catch up, I realise why. 
 
    We haven’t yet reached the valley floor, but now we’re closer, I can see we might not have to. Built into the mountainside, the city is beginning to sprawl out in front of us, with the nearest building appearing in the distance. My heart accelerates in anticipation. We’re almost there. 
 
    “We should rest here for a moment,” Lutek announces, reaching into her pack for a drink. “Have some water and then we’ll decide what to do next.” 
 
    Wasting no time in grabbing my own bottle, I take a swig of the ice-cold liquid. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and squint at the black box-like building on the horizon. What is it like inside, I wonder? It’s hard to imagine what life is like on this cold, harsh planet, but I suppose we’ll soon find out.  
 
    “We should get as close as possible and then set up watch,” Tarin suggests, replacing his drink in his pack. “We know so little about life here. We should try and gather as much information as we can before we try and blend in.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Lutek agrees. “There appears to be a ledge of some sort just before the first building. I’m hopeful we might be able to scale it and watch from above.” 
 
    It seems to take no time at all to reach the ledge, and climbing it, although difficult, is a welcome change to the downward skidding we’ve endured for most of the day. Silently, we lay on the cold, dusty surface, squinting at the city below us. 
 
    A twisting maze of pathways winds itself down the mountainside, linking the buildings and eventually leading to the valley floor, where the buildings become closely clustered together. I wonder whether the city started on the valley floor and worked its way up the mountain or the other way around. People are so scarce, it takes a while before we notice any sign of life. 
 
    There! Jaik announces. Near the valley floor. 
 
    I follow his gaze and spot two people walking quickly between the buildings, relieved to see they’re wearing the same dark blue suits as we are. Soon, I begin to notice a few other people flitting between the buildings. No one seems to stay outside for very long, but with the temperature dropping by the second, it isn’t hard to see why.  
 
    Staring down at the city, I watch as a blue-suited figure appears from a building on the outskirts. I can’t be certain from this distance, but they seem female judging by the long red hair that mimics the landscape around them. As I watch, they enter another building and disappear.  
 
    Something feels off. Lutek says, her eyes fixed forward. 
 
    A lot of Zarbilian will be on Starlatten or onboard the ships in orbit. We always suspected small numbers, Tarin reasons. Surely it works in our favour? 
 
    Lutek shakes her head. It’s not just the Zarbilian though. Where are the Itticans? There should be more people around. 
 
    Keeping my focus on the city below, I agree with Lutek. Something’s not quite right but if we stay where we are for much longer, it’ll be dark again. Another day lost. Another day of Dylan hanging in a cold cell, possibly close to death. I’m about to suggest we make a move, when something catches my eye. A figure with long red hair appears from a building further into the city. I blink, certain it’s the same person as before. I haven’t taken my eyes off the scene below and they definitely didn’t leave the building they went into.  
 
    They’re going underground! I exclaim. 
 
    Everyone turns to look at me.  
 
    What do you mean? Lutek asks. 
 
    It’s why we can’t see a lot of people, I explain. I just saw someone go into a building and appear out of another somewhere else. They go into the buildings and travel underground. 
 
    As everyone turns to study the city again with this new information to consider, excitement builds in my chest. Do all the buildings link together? Were people travelling underneath us right now? Can we access this underground network using the nearby building? 
 
    You’re right, Tarin agrees. I just saw the same thing. The buildings are just entrances and exits. That’s why they’re so small. 
 
    It makes sense to be underground, Jaik adds. It would be warmer. 
 
    I stare at the dark building in front of us. What do we do now? 
 
    Instead of descending from different angles, we should go in small groups and investigate, Lutek advises. If we walk into one of those buildings or into the city as a large group, it will raise suspicion. 
 
    We shuffle back off the ledge, one by one, scrambling and sliding back to the ground. Once down, we stare at each other, the unspoken realisation hanging in the air. This is it. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Jaik 
 
    As Lutek decided the groupings, I watched with bated breath. There was no way I wasn’t going to be in Crystal’s group. I need to know she’s safe. It turns out I needn’t have worried as Lutek finally seems to have realised that the council won’t be separated willingly.  
 
    Crouching low, I watch as Lutek and the Dyja disappear around the corner toward the building, wincing as they reappear on the other side. They’re anything but subtle. Lutek walks with such authority, anyone would stop and take notice. As for Lahlo and Boshi, it’s so painfully obvious they’re Dyja. Regular people aren’t that tall and silent. They might as well have kept their red cloaks on. 
 
    “They’re going in,” Crystal hisses beside me. 
 
    I swallow a sigh as they disappear inside the square-fronted building. “Yep.” 
 
    “What do you think is in there?” Kara whispers. 
 
    Tarin shakes his head. “We’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    Rubbing my freezing hands together, I fold my arms across my body, tucking my fingers under my armpits. One of the first things I plan on doing is securing some Zarbilian weaponry. Fighting is good and everything, but I don’t want to be at a disadvantage if everyone else is armed to the teeth.  
 
    “Right,” I say, my breath forming silvery clouds in the air in front of me. “It’s time to go.” 
 
    “What? Now?” Crystal asks, glancing at Kara and Tarin. 
 
    “Yes, now. There’s no point waiting any longer. It’s freezing out here.” Without waiting for a response, I walk towards the building.  
 
    We’ve stashed our day packs amidst a pile of rocks, and it feels odd walking so freely. Confidence is everything, I tell myself. Confidence has helped me through more sticky situations than I care to recall back on Earth. I’m hoping that that same self-assuredness will work again, here on Zarbilian. After all, these are the people I grew up with: criminals, lawbreakers, rebels. I skid to a halt and turn to face the others. 
 
    “Criminals,” I breathe. “Remember, these people were exiled for breaking rules.” 
 
    Crystal narrows her eyes and tilts her chin defiantly. “Some were exiled for having more than one child. That’s hardly murder.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” I hold my hands up. “Most of them are criminals and rule breakers. What I’m trying to say is, act mean. No smiling, eye contact and niceties. Dark, moody and quiet is the way to go, I’m certain of it.” I step back and look at the group. They look so clean and… nice. “Can I just…” I reach forward and ruffle Kara’s hair, reforming the unkempt spikes of the morning. Turning to Crystal, I shrug. “I think the braids will work but try to narrow those big eyes of yours. And you?” I turn to Tarin. “Try not to look so… tall.” 
 
    Kara giggles but swiftly turns it into a cough, her eyes narrowed, and her shoulders hunched. 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” I grin. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    As the entrance to the ominous black building grows closer, my confidence begins to waver. It’s much bigger than I thought and the shiny obsidian walls more foreboding. For a start, I’m not sure how the door will open. Will it be automatic like Starlatten? Will we need a code or a handprint? Will it push open like Earth? Forcing myself to stand tall, I glance over my shoulder to check that everyone’s ready. There’s only one way to find out. 
 
    As I step close to the door, a tidal wave of relief washes over me as it automatically slides open. We’re met by almost complete darkness. Four smaller doors stand in the centre of the room with symbols over the top of them, each lit with a red light.  
 
    “What do you think they are?” Crystal whispers. 
 
    Stepping forward, I study the doors and the symbols, walking the length of the room to see if we’ve missed anything. “I think they’re lifts,” I murmur. 
 
    “Lifts?” Tarin echoes, reaching out to touch one of the doors. “What are lifts?” 
 
    “They had them on Earth,” I explain. “They’re a bit like elevation discs, but boxes instead.” 
 
    Crystal’s eyes light up in recognition. “Yes! I went in one at the hospital.” 
 
    “What do we do with a ‘lift’?” Kara asks. 
 
    “We pick one, I guess.” I stand back and squint up at the symbols. “Any idea what these mean?” 
 
    “No, but there are four of us, so let’s choose the fourth one.” Crystal suggests. 
 
    I reach out and press the small button beside the fourth door. “Why not?” 
 
    Almost instantly, the door slides open revealing, as I expected, a small dimly lit compartment. Stepping inside, the doors close noiselessly behind us and the box begins to descend.  
 
    “Your theory was right it seems,” Tarin muses as the familiar downward motion continues. “We’re definitely going underground.” 
 
    As the lift begins to slow, I tense, fists clenched ready for whatever might be on the other side of the doors when they open. My blood pounds in my ears as the doors part, unleashing a wall of sound that pushes us backwards in surprise. 
 
    Dozens of people mill around the large murky room in front of us under soft orange lights, talking and laughing loudly. Some are sitting at tables, deep in conversation or lost in thought. Some sort of music is playing from somewhere, filling any gaps left between the loud chatter. 
 
    Warily, we step out into the room, instantly engulfed by the noise. I spot a table and head towards it. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Crystal hisses as I pull at her elbow. 
 
    “Don’t you see?” I grin. “It’s a bar.” 
 
    Kara looks around as she slides into a seat. “A what?” 
 
    “A bar,” I repeat, pushing my fists down on the sticky tabletop. “It’s where people go to eat, drink and relax. This is perfect.” 
 
    “Perfect?” Crystal asks, her nose wrinkled in suspicion. 
 
    “Yes, perfect.” Looking around, I locate the nearest exits, knowing Tarin is probably doing the same. “If we want information, this is the place we’re going to get it.” 
 
    “What can I get you?” 
 
    I turn to find an older lady with grey hair piled up on top of her head staring down at us, her hands on her hips. 
 
    I flash her what I hope is my most charming grin. “What would you recommend?” 
 
    She narrows her eyes, as though trying to get the measure of me, but I hold her gaze. “Depends,” she drawls. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Cold,” Kara pipes up. 
 
    The grey-haired lady stares at her for a moment before throwing her head back and laughing. “Aren’t we all my dear? Aren’t we all? I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Exhaling, I try to relax. No-one seems to suspect us. There are definitely more people here than we’d expected and everyone is wearing the same blue uniform, which helps.  
 
    “There are loads of Itticans in here,” Tarin whispers. “It’s hard to spot at first because it’s so dark. Look at the eyes.” 
 
    Frowning, I look around the bustling room again, this time noticing several pairs of large black eyes, all accompanied by pale skin, thin lips and pointed features.  
 
    “Here you go.” The grey-haired woman appears again, thumping four metal containers filled with a sweet-smelling steaming liquid down on the table in front of us. “That should warm you up.” She laughs again and walks away shaking her head.  
 
    Crystal sniffs the drink suspiciously. “Do you think it’s safe?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t be serving it if it wasn’t.” I laugh. “Killing the customers doesn’t generally make for good business.” 
 
    “Oh wow!” Kara exclaims. She’s already taken a swig and her mouth is rimmed with foam. “It’s amazing.” 
 
    I smile and pick up my tankard, taking a tentative sip of the hot liquid. My eyes widen in surprise. It’s extremely alcoholic. “Woah take it easy, Kara,” I warn, reaching out to stop her from taking a second large gulp. “It will mess with your mind. Small sips and don’t finish it.” 
 
    We sit in silence for a few moments watching the goings on and warming our hands against the drinks. 
 
    “Where do you think Lutek’s team is?” Crystal asks. “They definitely didn’t take the fourth door, did they?” 
 
    Tarin shakes his head. “They’ll have taken the first door,” he says. “It’s the most logical thing to do.” 
 
    Silence settles over us once more as we sip our drinks. A familiar warmth numbs my cheeks and I make a note to slow down. A fuzzy head is not a good idea. 
 
    “You’re scheduled for the next wave?” 
 
    Everyone tenses in unison as a group of two men and a woman sit down beside us. I take a sip of my drink and survey them out the corner of my eye. One of the men is Ittican and the other two appear to be Zarbilian.  
 
    “Yeah.” The blond haired Zarbilian man sighs, waving the grey-haired woman over. “Hey Marta, three hot ones please.” 
 
    Marta nods and bustles back to the bar. 
 
    “I heard Starlatten is on the verge of collapse,” the woman with long auburn hair in a ponytail says. “I can’t believe some idiot fired at the royal ship.” 
 
    The blond man shakes his head. “Did they find out who it was yet?” 
 
    “Not yet,” the Ittican man answers, his black eyes glinting under the amber lights. “Commander Danikai is ‘interviewing’ people at the moment with Master Kain.” 
 
    My fingers grip my drink as I shoot a sideways glance at Crystal to find her staring into her drink intently, listening to every word. 
 
    Marta arrives with the drinks and places them on the table. 
 
    “Well at least the people responsible for putting us on this freezing rock have paid the price,” the red-haired girl glowers, raising her drink to the others. “Here’s to getting home soon.” 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    I freeze. I don’t need to look up to know it’s directed at us. Arranging my face in a wary but approachable expression, I raise my head to face the three strangers. “Hey, yourself,” I reply. 
 
    Blond guy frowns, his eyes giving us the once over, lingering just a little too long for my liking on Crystal. “I don’t think I’ve seen you lot around here before.” 
 
    “We’ve been stationed on Starlatten,” Tarin replies without missing a beat. “We were in the first wave to take Dehjawl.” 
 
    I’m impressed. Quick thinking and a very plausible explanation. Especially as Tarin has been to Dehjawl and knows all about the siege. 
 
    Blond guy nods, dipping his head in respect. “I hear it’s intense down there. I’ve not been down myself yet. Marta?” he calls out. “Another round for my friends!” 
 
    I smile appreciatively. “Thank you. I’m Jaik. This is Tarin and Kara, and this is Selphia,” I say, gesturing to Crystal. She glances at me in surprise but quickly covers it with a sip of her drink. 
 
    “I’m Barett,” the blond guy says. “This is Jelia and Akat.” 
 
    It’s hard to tell whether the look Akat gives us is friendly with the unreadable black eyes, but I give him my best impression of camaraderie and raise my drink in greeting. 
 
    Marta brings us our second round and I’m relieved when she takes our now lukewarm, half empty cups away. At least we won’t have to attempt to finish both.  
 
    “What do you think happened yesterday?” I prompt. “Was it miscommunication, stupidity or someone with their own agenda?” 
 
    Jelia’s laugh is hollow. “Stupidity, I think. Some of the people they have at command are trigger happy idiots.” 
 
    “You’re just bitter because you didn’t make the cut.” Akin laughs a short high-pitched laugh that makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Jelia glares at him, her fists clenched.  
 
    “Hey, you two.” Barett pushes Jelia’s drink toward her. “Calm down. You know he’s only saying it to get a reaction.” He turns back to me. “Master Kain is furious, but they really need to worry about Commander Cadya.” 
 
    Jelia shakes her head. “She really wanted to meet the queen.” 
 
    “Really?” Crystal asks. 
 
    I shoot her a look, but the others don’t seem surprised by her question. 
 
    “Of course.” Barett laughs. “It’s practically legend that Cadicus and the queen’s father were like brothers. Everyone knows she was furious when Danikai blew up the Galastasia. The plan was always to abduct the royals and then blow up the ship.” 
 
    I blow out a breath as I try to process the information. “What did she hope to get from meeting with the queen?” 
 
    “No idea.” Jelia shrugs, blowing on her drink. “I think it’s just curiosity. Either that, or she wanted to be the one to kill her personally.” 
 
    “How did they convince the queen to come to Zarbilian in the first place?” Crystal asks innocently. 
 
    I sip my drink, watching her. What is she doing? I consider sending her a message but decide to let the situation play out. She knows what she’s doing, and I trust her. 
 
    Barett leans across the table and lowers his voice. “They’ve got a prisoner.” 
 
    “A prisoner?” Crystal leans forward, lowering her voice to match. “What type of prisoner?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure,” Barett sneers, “but rumour has it, it’s her boyfriend.” 
 
    Every muscle in my body flinches. Even without touching her, I can feel the tension sparking from Crystal in waves. 
 
    “That’s insane.” I laugh. “What will they do with him now she’s dead?” 
 
    Barett shrugs. “Not sure. I heard Danikai’s got him over at command, so once they do figure out who blew up the ship, they’ll probably get rid of him.” 
 
    “When does your wave set out?” Tarin asks, changing the subject with a hearty swig of his drink. 
 
    Jelia seems to perk up at the mention of this, her light brown eyes gleaming. “We leave from command tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good luck to you.” Tarin raises his drink in salute. “Where are you headed?” 
 
    “They’re going to seize Stajahl.” Akin rubs his hands together gleefully. “Now the queen is dead, it shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    I frown over the top of my tankard. “You’re not going?” I ask Akin.  
 
    Akin’s enormous black eyes narrow as he clutches his drink to his lips.  
 
    “Sore subject,” Jelia whispers loudly, a grin playing on her pale lips. “You know Starlatten’s too bright for the Itticans.”  
 
    “Come on now, leave him alone.” Barrett downs the rest of his drink and stands. “It was nice meeting you.” He nods, throwing a handful of oddly shaped gems down on the table. “We’d best be heading out. Don’t want to be late.”  
 
    “Thanks for the drink,” Jaik replies. “Best of luck to you.”  
 
    Akin and Jelia down their drinks and stand, nodding their goodbyes as they follow after Barrett.  
 
    When I turn to the others, I find them staring at me, eyes wide.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I hiss, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.  
 
    Crystal watches the disappearing backs of our new ‘friends’. “Go where?” 
 
    “To command.” I look pointedly in the direction they’ve gone. “We need to follow them. Now.”  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Crystal 
 
    My body quakes as I watch Barett, Jelia and Akat leave the bar via a small doorway toward the back of the room. Trying to appear natural, we all stand and follow after them, keeping as far behind as possible without losing sight. 
 
    As we approach the door, I hope against hope it doesn’t lead to another selection of lifts with no way of knowing which one they’ve taken. Thankfully, as we draw closer, I can see it’s the beginning of a long, murky corridor, lit with the same orange lighting as the upstairs building and the bar. Unlike the building we entered, the walls have been carved into the dark, ice-cold rock. Barett and his friends have disappeared from sight, but their low voices and footsteps echo back down the corridor toward us. 
 
    What are we going to do when we get there? I ask. 
 
    Tarin and Kara turn to me, their faces blank.  
 
    Jaik gives me a small smile. Hope our luck holds out? 
 
    What do you think about this Cadya woman? Tarin asks. 
 
    I’m not sure. I frown. She’s either our best chance of a peaceful resolution or the person who’ll kill us all. 
 
    As the echo of my words fade, I shiver. It’s warmer underground but still much colder than I’m used to, and the warmth of the drinks has long since faded. The endless dingy tunnel smells of damp and metal, which makes my nose tingle. 
 
    I think we need to find this Cadya, Jaik says. 
 
    I turn to look at him. Even if she wants to kill us? 
 
    Cadicus wanted to kill us and we beat him. His emerald eyes shine despite the darkness. There are four of us now. We can take her on. 
 
    I bite my lip, my brow furrowed. She won’t be alone. She has an entire army. We’re no match for the Ittican weaponry either. They can blast us into pieces faster than we can summon our amulet’s powers. 
 
    I hate to say it, Kara ventures, but I think Jaik’s right. Either way, Cadya is the one who can tell us where Dylan is and if there’s the slightest chance she could be on our side, we need to take that risk. 
 
    Focusing on the shadows ahead of me, I swallow the building nausea. Who knows what lies at the end of this tunnel. There’s every chance we’ll be seized immediately and taken to Danikai. I shudder at the thought of being in the same room with him, but then my thoughts turn to Dylan and I struggle to inhale. He’s somewhere at the end of this corridor, cold, alone and hurt. My heart aches at the thought of being so close to him, yet so far away. What if we’re captured or killed before we can get to him? I swallow the painful lump in my throat. There’s no way I’m going to let that happen. 
 
    Jaik skids to a halt, putting his arm out to stop me. I tilt my head in question, but he puts a finger to his lips and nods toward the corner ahead. Noise. It’s faint, but I can make out the sound of many muffled voices, machinery and footsteps. Is this command? 
 
    Motioning for us to follow, Jaik continues cautiously down the corridor, keeping tight to the freezing wall of rock. As we round the sloped corner, I can make out a small rectangle of light. Glancing at Tarin and Kara behind me for reassurance, we begin to make our way toward it. Around us, the air grows thicker with the sound of shouting, laughter and chatter amidst the roar of engines and before I realise it, we’re at the end of the corridor. I’m not quite sure what I was expecting, but this isn’t it. 
 
    In front of us, sprawls an unfathomably large circular hangar. It’s so vast, it’s hard to see the other side of it. Doors similar to the one we used to exit the bar are positioned along the length of the walls, and I’m surprised to see several elevation discs humming as they move up and down from the centre of the room. My mouth falls open as I crane my neck to see where they’re going. At least six enormous floors tower above us, with people sporadically visible as they move about their business. It’s a whir of activity and after the silence of the corridor, a shock to the system. 
 
    What do we do now? Kara asks, her eyes wide. I can’t see Jelia or Barett anywhere. 
 
    I scan the elevation discs and the visible areas of the floors above us to no avail. We’re on our own. If we stand here too long gawping, we’ll draw attention to ourselves. If we go to the wrong area, we could find ourselves captured. The room starts to blur and sway before my eyes. 
 
    Breathe, Jaik nudges me gently. 
 
    Shooting him a glance, I inhale deeply, my vision steadying and the pounding in my chest evening out. As my mind comes in to focus, so does the situation. 
 
    We need to go up. I say with certainty. 
 
    Jaik looks at the elevation discs. Why up? 
 
    Even before I explain, I know no matter what I say, he’ll follow my judgement. We might have our issues, but he trusts me unconditionally. Cadya is the equivalent of royalty, I explain, confidence sparking in my veins. Royalty is always on the top floor. 
 
    His green eyes gleam as he smiles. Let’s go. 
 
    Striding with purpose, despite feeling so weak with nerves, I can’t comprehend how I’m managing to stay upright, we head to the elevation discs. On Starlatten, they are controlled psychically, using the amulets. As I step on, I quickly realise these discs are programmed to pause automatically at each floor on their way up and down. 
 
    Powering upwards, I feel my face flush as I wonder what Commander Lutek would say if she knew what we were doing. She’d be furious, that’s for sure.  
 
    Where do you think Lutek and the others are? I ask. 
 
    Tarin looks down at me. I’ve been sending them updates, but they have yet to respond. 
 
    I stare up at him in surprise and he raises his eyebrows at my shocked expression. I mentally scold myself. Of course, he’s been keeping them updated. Despite his towering presence, I forget sometimes that he is, first and foremost, a Dyja. Concern tingles along my spine as I wonder why they’re not responding. 
 
    Each time the disc pauses at a floor, I tense. Sometimes no-one is waiting, other times a group of people glance up to see the disc is full, before turning and continuing their conversation. I clench and unclench my fists, my clammy fingers shaking with nervous energy. I meet Kara’s eye and she smiles at me, reaching out and squeezing my hand.  
 
    It’s going to be okay, she says. 
 
    I squeeze her hand back and look up. We’re almost at the top floor.  
 
    Right, Tarin says. When we step off the disc, we find somewhere to stand without drawing attention to ourselves. We need to try and get our bearings and find out as much as we can before deciding our next step. 
 
    What if someone stops us right away? I ask. 
 
    After a beat, Tarin replies. If that happens, we have three choices: surrender, fight or turn and run. 
 
    I don’t like the sound of any of those options and I’m about to ask which one we should choose when the disc slows to a halt at the top floor. 
 
    Jaik steps off first and I follow after. It’s quieter up here. The walls are a mix of rock and metal panelling and the deserted tunnel before us is split into two corridors. 
 
    “I was expecting guards right away,” Tarin grumbles, peering down the corridors before looking at me. “What do you want to do now?” 
 
    “I suppose we choose one,” I say. “But which?” 
 
    At that moment, voices echo down the corridor to our right, shortly accompanied by footsteps.  
 
    “That one!” Kara gasps, sprinting to the passageway to the left.  
 
    We dive after her, disappearing from sight as the owners of the voices appear from the other tunnel. Flattening ourselves against the wall, we wait, just out of sight, hoping the footsteps don’t turn the corner towards us. 
 
    Closing my eyes, as if it might make me invisible, I listen, straining to hear what the voices are saying. They’ve stopped moving. They must be getting a disc. 
 
    “Do you think she’s right?” a voice says. 
 
    “Perhaps. I mean, she’s done it before, right?” 
 
    It’s two women. They can’t be more than a few strides away. I concentrate on breathing as quietly as I can. 
 
    “Surely that means the odds are less the second time?” 
 
    “Maybe she can’t be killed. I’ve heard stories about those amulets.” 
 
    My eyes fly open. Are they talking about me? 
 
    Beside me, Kara stares back, her own eyes wide. I don’t know. Possibly? 
 
    “Master Kain thinks she’s paranoid,” one of the women scoffs. “I heard them arguing. He wants to get rid of the prisoner.” 
 
    Every hair on my body stands on end as I stop breathing. Kara’s hand slips into mine, squeezing. I’m not sure if it’s for comfort or to stop me jumping out and confronting them.  
 
    “They might as well get rid of him.” The other woman sniffs. “Have you heard? He’s on life support down in medical. I don’t think Commander Danikai thought he’d have to keep him alive for so long.” 
 
    My knees give way and I push myself harder against the wall to keep upright, burning tears stinging my eyes. Life support? A familiar humming sound echoes along our corridor and the voices become muffled and faint as the disc carries them downward. They’re gone. Turning to the wall, I thump my fist against the cold metal with an internal scream. 
 
    Tarin steps behind me, placing his hands on my shoulders. “Looks like we have a choice,” he says softly. “Do you want to continue and find Cadya? Or do you want to try a lower level to find medical?” 
 
    Crumbling inside, I turn and slouch against the wall, my mind throbbing with the billions of possibilities and consequences each suggestion holds. I have no idea what to do. Head or heart? I look up beseechingly at Tarin. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I’ll follow you, whichever path you take,” Tarin says, his face a picture of sincerity in the dimly lit passageway. 
 
    I turn to Kara, who’s chewing her lip as she fiddles with the fastening of her suit. “I honestly don’t know,” she admits. “Give me someone to fight and I’ll lead the way, but strategy isn’t my area. I’m with you whatever you choose, Crystal.” 
 
    Disappointment tugs heavy in my chest. I know my friends are trying to help, but just once, I want someone to tell me what to do. This decision affects us all. Even though I know what his response will be, I lift my eyes to look at Jaik. I can’t even say the words. He said he wanted to rescue Dylan, but I know that if it came down to it, he’d be more than happy to leave Zarbilian without him if it meant keeping the rest of us alive.  
 
    Jaik stands with his back against the wall, staring up at one of the lights, which flickers slightly on the ceiling above us. After an agonising silence, he turns to face me. “I think we should go down to medical.” 
 
    My breath sticks in my throat as I stare at him.  
 
    “Really?” he says, a hint of a smile playing on his lips as he takes in my puzzled expression. “Such a shock, huh? It’s logical when you think about it. If we go to medical, we have two outcomes. If we find Dylan, we can try and get him back to the ship. Or, we get captured and they take us to Cadya, which is our other option anyway.” 
 
    The rush of affection toward Jaik takes me by surprise, and as my eyes fill with fresh tears, I find myself wanting to throw myself into his arms, but I stay, frozen to the spot. 
 
    It’s okay, he says. 
 
    I shake my head. What would I do without you? 
 
    Tarin leans forward, peering past the entrance. “Back to the discs then?” 
 
    Glancing at Jaik one last time, I nod. “Back to the discs.” 
 
    I think we should try the first floor, Jaik suggests as we step back onto the disc. 
 
    Tarin nods. I agree. I doubt it would be on the ground floor and it needs to be near as many access points as possible. 
 
    I don’t respond. My heart is beating so fast, I’m shaking. Even though everyone has said they’ll follow my decision, I still can’t shake the feeling that I’m putting my own desires before what’s best. My grandmother’s words swirl in my head. As queen, you must put your planet first. Right now, I’m putting my pathetic broken heart first. My nails dig into my palms until I grimace at the pain. 
 
    Are you okay? 
 
    My breath shallow, I look up at Jaik. No. How can I be? 
 
    Before he can respond, the disc slows at the first floor, which is packed with swarming blue-suited figures, disappearing and emerging from doorways like insects. We step off the disc as a group of blue suits push past to take our places. I’d hoped for another deserted atrium, but it seems our luck has run out. 
 
    Someone knocks into me and I stumble forward. Tarin reaches forward and grabs my arm, halting my fall. As I look over my shoulder to thank him, I realise he’s taller than everyone else by at least a head and a half. I hope no one wonders why that is. 
 
    “This way,” Jaik hisses, beginning to manoeuvre his way through the crowds.  
 
    Following after, with Kara and Tarin close behind, I stare up at the doorway we’re approaching looking for any clues as to what might be beyond it. Why this way? I ask. 
 
    It’s the only door we’ve seen in ages, Jaik replies. Doors keep areas private, safe or clean. 
 
    I frown at the back of his head as he continues toward the large translucent glass doors. That’s literally what you’re basing this plan on? A door? 
 
    Jaik doesn’t answer as he strides purposefully toward the doors and they slide open before him. Instantly, I realise he’s made the correct assumption. No longer surrounded by dark metal walls and bustling figures in blue suits, we find ourselves enveloped by calming pale silver panels. Beyond the doors, a few people move from room to room wearing a different uniform of light grey. Despite the light-coloured walls and floor, the lighting is still dim. Of course, this makes sense after the revelation in the bar. Wherever Ittica is, it must be a dark planet, forcing its inhabitants to develop large eyes: wonderful for seeing in the dark, but sensitive to light. 
 
    Glancing around the relatively quiet interior, I note how many of the grey-uniforms around us are worn by Itticans. I suppose that also makes sense. After all, how many exiled Starlatten medics are there? 
 
    Which way do you want to go? Jaik asks. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    I jump as an Ittican with a long black braid over her shoulder appears beside us, holding what appears to be some sort of medipad in her hands. Her large black eyes stare at us, unblinking as she waits for a response. 
 
    “We’re here to take the prisoner to Commander Cadya Kain,” Jaik responds confidently. 
 
    I try to keep my face impassive, holding what I hope is the Ittican’s gaze as she looks at us all. After a pause, she looks down and taps at her medipad. 
 
    “I have no mention of the orders here,” she replies, swiping at the screen. 
 
    Jaik groans as if being put at great inconvenience. “That’s because she’s only just given the order. We were sent straight here from her meeting with Master Kain and Commander Danikai. Of course,” he huffs, “I could always go all the way back and explain that you refused to carry out her orders because you hadn’t received notification yet?” 
 
    At this, her head snaps up and she blinks once, both sets of eyelids flashing across her eyes. “No! no,” she gushes. “It’s fine. No need to do that. Follow me. I’m Medic Kitya.” 
 
    As she leads us down the quiet hallway, Jaik turns and winks at me over his shoulder. I try to smile back, but I’m too much of a mess inside to get my face to do what I want it to. Nervous energy pulses through me and I struggle to concentrate as we follow the medic down the hallway. My lungs ache with every breath as I try to come to terms with the realisation that we’re heading toward Dylan. Panic throbs in my joints as I prepare myself for the worst and it takes all my strength to focus on putting one foot in front of the other.  
 
    Dimly lit rooms sporadically line the long, straight hallway. There are no windows, just doors marked with symbols and unfamiliar scanning panels. Eventually, Kitya slows to a halt outside a room on our right. She touches her pale fingertips to the panel, and it glows yellow, the door simultaneously opening with a soft sigh. I can’t move my feet. Frozen, I watch as Kitya leads my friends into the room, but I can’t move.  
 
    Crystal? Kara turns and glares at me. Come on. 
 
    Staring back at her, my eyes widen in panic. My legs like immovable columns of metal, I’m vaguely aware of the doors whirring to life at my sides. If I don’t move soon, I’ll be shut outside the room and the medic will start asking questions.  
 
    Something pushes firmly against my back, the invisible force pulling me forward into the room and I swallow a gasp, my eyes wide as I look around in shock. Regaining my balance, my eyes meet a familiar green stare and I know. 
 
    You okay? Jaik asks. 
 
    I give him the smallest of nods before he turns his attention back to Kitya. My heartbeat echoes in my ears and my mouth runs dry, fingers trembling at my side. Swallowing painfully, I force my eyes to travel to the bed in the centre of the room. If I see him, it all becomes true. It all becomes real. A large part of me wants to turn and run, to hide from the fact that my family is responsible for ruining yet another life. 
 
    His feet and legs are covered with a dark grey blanket. As my eyes travel up the still figure, taking in the worryingly still torso, I find myself hoping it’s all a mistake. It’s someone else lying there. But it’s not.  
 
    My eyes find his face and I clutch at the wall to steady myself. Dylan’s skin is almost translucent, his face gaunt. The soft hair I love to run my fingers through falls lifelessly across his forehead, framing his sunken black-rimmed eyes. A small tube is inserted between his dry, cracked lips and if I didn’t know better, I’d think he was dead. 
 
    The medic is still talking, but I don’t hear a word. A large, warm hand slips into mine and I blink back the forming tears threatening to give me away as Tarin squeezes my fingers. He keeps his eyes forward, staying pressed close to me to hide our contact. Tarin doesn’t need to speak to me. His message is loud and clear. We’ve made it. I can’t be the reason we fail now. I have to pull it together.  
 
    “I did warn Commander Danikai that when they decided to store the prisoner in the cells, there would be detrimental consequences to his health,” Kitya is saying. “I must also say, I strongly advise keeping him here to allow recovery.” 
 
    “I completely agree,” Jaik says, his face grim. “Unfortunately, we’re not the ones making the decisions. Is this bed mobile or do we need to transfer him?” 
 
    The medic holds Jaik’s gaze for a moment before sighing and tapping a series of buttons on the side of the bed. Somewhere out of sight, a low whirring noise grows louder. She folds the sides of the bed up and kicks something with her foot, freeing the bed to hover at waist height above the floor. 
 
    “He’s all yours,” she announces, striding over to the doors and pressing her fingertips to the security panel. 
 
    Jaik grabs hold of the bed, pushing it toward the doors and I jump to the side to let them past. As we retrace our steps to the discs, I fight the urge to look over my shoulder. We’ve almost made it. We just need to find a way to get back to the ship. 
 
    Have you heard from Lutek yet? I ask Tarin as we trot behind Jaik and Kara pushing the bed in front of us. 
 
    He keeps his eyes focused ahead as he responds. No. I keep updating them, but I’ve still heard nothing. Something’s wrong. 
 
    I swallow, hoping they’re back at the ship and somehow the fact that we’re underground, surrounded by so much metal, is messing with the amulets’ capabilities. 
 
    Abruptly, Kara and Jaik stop dead in their tracks and I almost smash right into Jaik’s back. Confused, I realise we’ve reached the end of the hallway, the huge double doors leading to the busy pathway before the discs in front of us. Then I realise. No one is moving. It’s not just us. Surrounding medics stand silent, watching. Watching us. Ice cold dread pierces my heart as I peer around Jaik to see what’s in front of us.  
 
    Standing before the large glass doors are at least twelve men and women in the familiar blue uniform, their arms wielding the large shiny silver contraptions I haven’t seen since the Galastasia. At the front of them, stands a woman, her long dark brown hair tied high on her head, cascading down over one shoulder. As our eyes meet, my heart stills.  
 
    “Your Majesty.” She smiles, her all-too-familiar amber eyes glinting. “I’m Commander Cadya Kain. Welcome to Zarbilian. I’ve been dying to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Crystal 
 
    It must only be a few seconds, but it feels infinite. I can physically feel the pieces slotting into place as I hold Cadya’s gaze, my heart pounding. Without breaking eye contact, she raises a hand and the guards swiftly surround Dylan’s bed. My stomach rolls. 
 
    “Take him back to medical,” Cadya booms. “Bring the rest of them to the top.” 
 
    She has her brother’s confidence as well as his amber eyes, commanding the room with an air of unspoken danger. 
 
    As Dylan’s bed is tugged from our grasp, I feel hands clasp around my arms, forcing them behind my back. Jaik and Tarin struggle half-heartedly against it, but we all know it’s futile. I don’t even try.  
 
    Looking at the blue-clad guards as they lead us firmly through the doors to the discs, I note that although we’ve seen plenty today, none of Cadya’s guards are Ittican. Not one.  
 
    Cadya has already taken a disc by the time we’re forced to the front. Two stocky guards tug me forward onto the next one and I stare up at them wondering if they were born on Zarbilian or exiled by my father. One looks a similar age to Tarin, with dark red hair in tight curls and dark brown eyes. The other guard is older, with light blond hair and pale blue eyes. Neither of them look at me as we begin our ascent.  
 
    Hurtling upwards, I realise my guess about the Kains was correct. However, when we step off at the top floor, I’m led towards a narrow door we hadn’t noticed the first time. The red-haired guard reaches out and presses his fingertips to a concealed panel and the doors slide open, revealing a brightly lit white corridor. It’s so bright in comparison to everywhere else that I squint and turn my head away, the light searing my eyes. As my eyes grow accustomed, I realise it’s not actually that bright, it’s just that everywhere else is so dark. 
 
    We haven’t walked far when we come to another door which opens immediately, revealing a lift. Stepping inside, it whisks us upwards and when the doors open again, I find myself staring at a huge circular room with a vast domed glass ceiling. Panels of buttons and flashing lights line one side and a large circular table dominates the other. Cadya is already sitting at the table, two guards at her shoulders. 
 
    “Come in.” She smiles. “Have a seat.” 
 
    I don’t move, both overwhelmed and suspicious. After a moment, the guards shove me forward regardless.  
 
    “The Commander told you to take a seat,” the blond guard growls as he forces me down at the other end of the table.  
 
    As soon as I’ve sat down, the doors open again and Jaik is shoved forcibly into the room. His guards are clearly being heavy handed on purpose and I can tell from the look of irritation on Jaik’s face, he is not appreciating the special treatment one bit. 
 
    “Plenty of room,” Cadya calls as the guards drag him to the table. “Come and sit.”  
 
    She leans forward, her forearms on the table as she looks at us, carefully assessing us both. “Explain to me, what in the stars is going on? Why aren’t you dead? And who are,” she waves a hand lazily in Jaik’s direction, “you?” 
 
    Jaik stiffens at the unsettling familiar tone.  
 
    “What have you done with the others?” I demand, glancing back at the guarded doorway. 
 
    Cadya tilts her head as she looks at me. “I’m not having all four of you in here at the same time. Do you think I’m stupid?” 
 
    Taking a steadying breath, I try to bide my time as I decide what to do. Jaik’s words from earlier ring in my mind. We’ve been captured. We’re at her mercy. Although, they haven’t taken our amulets, so in theory, we could try and take them on. I glance at the weapons the guards are brandishing. We’d only be able to take down one or two before being killed ourselves. 
 
    “This is Jaik Bazanat,” I say, deciding on the truth. “He’s the son of the Galeanian Ambassador. We faked the attack on the ship as a distraction so we could land on Zarbilian in secret.” 
 
    Cadya nods. “I suspected as much. What did you hope to achieve with your little deception? All that to rescue your boyfriend?” 
 
    “Not just that,” I reply, holding Cadya’s burning gaze. “I told Danikai that I wanted the opportunity to discuss peace.” 
 
    “Peace?” Cadya leans back in her chair and folds her arms, tossing her long hair from her shoulder. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Licking my lips, I try to organise my thoughts. I have to word this just right or Cadya will think I’m lying. “I only discovered Zarbilian was an exile planet when my grandmother died. There is no excuse for what she did to your family—what my father allowed—and I’d like to come to a peaceful resolution.” 
 
    Cadya frowns, her golden eyes fixed on mine. “What exactly would a ‘peaceful resolution’ look like?” she prompts, a hint of a smile playing on her lips. 
 
    “That’s what we need to discuss,” I press, trying not to be unnerved by her smile. 
 
    “See, that’s the problem.” Cadya stands and walks over to the large domed window, gazing out at the craggy red landscape. “We want to leave. We want to come home. I was born on Zarbilian, but it’s never felt like home. There are others who remember life before exile. I want to give them the chance to reclaim that life.” 
 
    I feel Jaik’s eyes on me and when I look at him, he glances at Cadya’s back and shakes his head slightly. He knows what I’m thinking, and he disagrees. The problem is, I’ve already made up my mind. I already had before we left Starlatten. Jaik gives me a look of resignation and looks away. 
 
    “I’d be willing to discuss the return of exiled Zarbilian to Starlatten,” I begin. “Each case needs to be looked at and assessed under a new, fairer, system. A system which I would be able to put in place once the war has ended.” 
 
    Watching Cadya’s back, I notice her shoulders shaking. Is she crying?  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Cadya turns to face us and I realise she’s far from upset. Her amber eyes blaze with laughter as it echoes around the room, causing some of the guards to join in until the room rocks with mirth. 
 
    “You’d let nine hundred ‘criminals’ and their families come back to your precious Starlatten after we killed its beloved rulers and declared war?” She leans forward and places her hands on the table as she tries to regain her breath. 
 
    My face flushes and I bristle as I realise Cadya sees me as nothing but a silly little girl. Her brother had thought the same. My embarrassment melts into anger and my fists clench under the table. I open my mouth, but Jaik speaks first. 
 
    “What’s the deal with the Itticans?” he asks. 
 
    Cadya sneers, looking him up and down. “Why?” 
 
    “If we’re going to seriously discuss the future, we need to know details. Who are they? Why are they here? What do they want?” He pauses, holding her stare. “And why is this room designed specifically to keep them out?” 
 
    A slow smile makes its way across Cadya’s face and she returns to her seat at the head of the table. “You noticed.” 
 
    “Commander Kain.” Jaik sits up and leans forward on the table. “I mean no disrespect, but I think you need to give us a little more credit.” 
 
    “I agree.” Cadya smiles. “There’s certainly more to you than meets the eye.” She turns to her guard, lifting her hand in a small gesture, which causes him to leave. She returns her attention to us. “We had inhabited Zarbilian for twenty-one orbits when the Itticans arrived. We were worried at first, as they were heavily armed, and we assumed they wanted to take control of the planet. My father reached out to their leader, Danikai, assuring them we could co-inhabit peacefully.” 
 
    The doors open and the guard returns with metal cups similar to the ones we were given in the bar. He places one down in front of each of us and the hot sweet smell floods my senses.  
 
    “What is it?” I ask as my nose tingles in the steam. 
 
    “Nightberry tea,” Cadya answers, raising her cup in salute. “Very little grows on this planet, as I’m sure you’ve seen. We came across these berries growing in caves. Their bushes are small and thrive in darkness. 
 
    Raising my cup, I take a tentative sip, savouring the warmth seeping into my hands and down my throat. I’m surprised to find the dark red liquid sweet, with a sharp, sour aftertaste. 
 
    “What happened when your father met with Danikai?” Jaik asks.  
 
    I notice he hasn’t touched his drink and I’m flooded with shame. Should I have waited? Glancing back at Cadya, I see she’s drinking hers. I decide to hold my cup but drink no more. If there is anything sinister in mine, hopefully I haven’t ingested enough of it with that first sip. 
 
    “It turned out Danikai wasn’t looking for a new home,” Cadya continues. “They are apparently quite happy on their dark little planet on the outskirts of their solar system. The only reason they came to us was because they’d heard tales of the infamous Starlatten amulets.” 
 
    Jaik catches my eye. I know what he’s thinking. It takes all my self-control not to reach up and touch mine protectively as it hides beneath my suit. I’m about to ask why the Itticans didn’t just travel straight to Starlatten when the pieces fall into place with a sickening jolt. 
 
    “You agreed to help them get the amulets in return for revenge,” I summarise, shaking my head in disgust. 
 
    “You have no idea what it’s like living on this rock,” Cadya snarls. “If it wasn’t for Danikai, we’d still be living in caves and tents. You’ve seen how cold it gets on this planet, haven’t you? Well, we’re not even at our furthest point of orbit around the sunstar. This is summer. This is warm!”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I offer, aware it’s of no consequence. 
 
    “I’m not,” Jaik says plainly. 
 
    I stare at him, aghast. “Jaik.” 
 
    He holds up his hands and shakes his head. “What happened to you all was unfair, but there’s always another way. Was it Danikai’s idea to kidnap a mother and child?” 
 
    “No,” Cadya replies, her head held high. “That was Cadicus’ idea. He thought it might be a more peaceful way to convince the government to let us back. Danikai was the one who wanted to attack from the outset.” 
 
    “Peaceful?” Jaik scoffed. “Cadicus murdered my mother in cold blood, right in front of me. He repressed my memory and raised me as little more than his slave.” 
 
    Cadya’s face falls and her eyes glimmer with a different light. “You were raised by my brother?” 
 
    “Raised is not the word I would choose,” Jaik glowers. “He was a cruel and heartless man.” 
 
    Cadya drops her gaze and stares at the table. “I suspected he was dead. Communications stopped over an orbit ago.” She looks up at Jaik, her face weary. “He was in his twenties when I was born. I only ever knew him as the angry, bitter man exile had made him.” She turns to me. “He never blamed your father for the exile. He always chose to blame your grandparents instead. I think he always hoped your father would come to his senses and bring him home.” 
 
    My heart swells with pity and I turn to Jaik. Although I can see him processing what he’s hearing, I know he’ll never admit to the similarities between him and Cadicus. Just as Cadicus’ life was changed against his will, so has Jaik’s, both of them clinging to anger and revenge. Perhaps that’s what drove Cadicus to become a monster. Could he see his life as it should have been, at my father’s side, leading the planet? Did the thought of that life being stolen from him drive him into the darkness? My chest aches as I watch Jaik’s cold eyes. I won’t let him succumb to the same fate. 
 
    “What now, then?” Cadya asks, breaking the heavy silence that has settled over us. 
 
    “Now, you need to decide where your future lies,” I say, leaning forward. “Back on a broken Starlatten owing the Itticans, or forging a new path, making the right choices for the first time in a long time; with me.” 
 
    “I need to speak to my father.” Cadya sighs, rubbing her hands over her face. She glances over her shoulder at the rapidly disappearing sunstar on the horizon. “It will be dark soon. Promise me that you and your friends will stay tonight. No escape plans. We’ll talk in the morning.” 
 
    I nod in agreement. “I think we can agree to that.” 
 
    “One other thing, though,” Jaik interjects. “If we really are putting all our cards on the table. We have three other members of our crew somewhere in the city, but we are unable to reach them. Do you know where they are?” 
 
    Cadya shakes her head. “No. I’ve heard nothing. I only found out you were here because I’m linked to the prisoner’s medical records. When he was discharged, I was notified.” She snorts. “I thought it was Danikai, releasing him to kill him. It was quite the surprise to find you there.” 
 
    Worry gnaws at me. Where is Lutek? “I hope they’re okay,” I murmur, meeting Jaik’s equally worried gaze. 
 
    “If we come across them, I’ll be notified immediately,” Cadya reassures me. “I’ll have them brought right to you. Now, what are the cards you mentioned and why do we need to put them on the table?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Jaik 
 
    Kara jumps to her feet and throws her arms around Crystal as we enter the room.  
 
    “You’re okay!” she squeals. 
 
    “I am.” Crystal laughs, untangling herself only to be swept off her feet by Tarin as Kara launches herself at me. 
 
    “How are you two?” I ask, as Tarin places Crystal back on her feet and embraces me. 
 
    “Bored mainly,” Kara says, gesturing to the empty room. “We’ve been here since they took us from medical.” 
 
    Looking around, I can see why they’ve been bored. It’s even more minimal than the rooms on the ship. Two beds line the length of the room with two more beds attached, hanging from the wall above them, a small metal ladder at the end. Four chairs sit around a table, with a jug of water and a small open door reveals a simple washroom.  
 
    “Well, it’s not a cell,” I say.  
 
    Tarin nods. “I admit, I was expecting a lot worse when they separated us.” 
 
    “What happened with you two?” Kara asks, sitting cross-legged on one of the beds. “Did you talk to Cadya?” 
 
    “Is it safe?” Crystal asks, her eyes narrowing as she takes in the plain room. 
 
    Tarin glances at me before replying. “I’ve searched the room thoroughly and can’t find anything. If they’re watching us or listening, their technology is beyond ours. This seems to be guard accommodation rather than a cell, so I think we’re as safe as we can be.” 
 
    Let’s keep it silent then, just in case, I suggest. 
 
    Sitting down at the table, Crystal pours water into the two remaining glasses and hands one to me. It was strange, she says. She’s so much like her brother, but very different at the same time. I really think she might help us. 
 
    I don’t trust her at all, I say, joining Crystal at the table. Unfortunately, it’s the only option we’ve got at the moment. 
 
    Tarin leans against the wall and folds his arms. Did she explain about the Itticans? 
 
    That was the strangest thing, Crystal says, her brown eyes wide. Cadya’s meeting space is brightly lit, to keep the Itticans out. She told us they came to Zarbilian because they want the Starlatten amulets. 
 
    Of course, they did a deal. Tarin leans his head back against the wall. Amulets in return for the power to take Starlatten back. 
 
    Exactly. I grunt. 
 
    They want to come back to Starlatten? Kara asks, sitting forward. Do you think they’d actually give the Itticans the amulets? 
 
    I told her we needed to discuss a new scenario, Crystal says, tracing her finger around the rim of the cup. One which allows the Zarbilian a fair trial and does not give our amulets to the Itticans. She’s meeting with her father and we’ll discuss it in the morning. 
 
    Stretching my arms behind my head, I put my feet up on an empty chair. I think a lot rides on her father, Master Kain. If he’s as bitter and twisted as his son was, we’ve got no chance. 
 
    Tarin flops down on one of the beds, his long legs hanging off the end. At least they’re considering negotiation, he offers. They could have killed us by now. 
 
    “Aw, Tarin,” I coo. “Always looking on the bright side.” 
 
    Before I can react, he launches a pillow at me, and it whacks me square in the face sending Kara into fits of giggles. Throwing it back, I notice Crystal is sitting statue-still, her eyes glazed. I reach out and snap my fingers in front of her face.  
 
    “Hey. Where are you?” 
 
    She blinks, looking around, disorientated.  
 
    Reaching out, I place a hand on her forearm. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” she says, her eyes still distant. “Just working through the possibilities for tomorrow.” 
 
    There’s no way of knowing how it’ll go, I say. All we can do is be ready. 
 
    It’s very strange they haven’t taken our amulets, Tarin frowns. Cadya must know we have them. 
 
    Well, let’s not remind them, I say.  
 
    Kara stifles a yawn and I look at her, eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Sorry,” she apologises. “It’s been a long day and being stuck in this room has finished me off.” 
 
    “It is getting late,” I agree. “The sunstar was setting just before we finished our meeting. We don’t know what time they’ll send for us, so it’s probably a good idea to get some rest.” 
 
    “Easier said than done.” Tarin chuckles, wiggling the lower half of his legs. 
 
    When Crystal laughs, I feel myself relax. “Well you can keep that bed. I’m not sure if the upper ones will hold your weight.” 
 
    “Which bed would you like, Crystal?” Kara asks.  
 
    She points to the bed above the one Kara’s sitting on. “You stay there,” she says. “I’ll take the top one.” 
 
    I stand and grab hold of the ladder leading to the bed above Tarin’s and give it a shake. It holds firm. “Guess I’m above you,” I say and climb up onto the grey blanketed bed.  
 
    “I’m not sure I like this,” Tarin says below me. “What if it comes away from the wall?” 
 
    I lean over the side and grin down at him. “Then it will only crush half of you.” 
 
    As we settle down, chatting easily, it’s almost possible to forget that we’re technically prisoners on another planet. I hope Lutek and the others are still alive and well. Tomorrow will bring one of two things: death or the end of the war. It’s the first of those options that keeps sleep from me. 
 
    Lying in the darkness, I listen to the offbeat breathing below me. Kara’s soft inhale with a slight wheeze on exhale, alternating with Tarin’s guff intake of breath followed by a growling snore. If I actually thought I had a chance of sleeping, I’d be annoyed. I can’t hear Crystal. I wonder if she’s awake.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I replay the events of the day, those amber eyes I’ve tried so hard to forget, haunting me at every corner. I frown as I recall Crystal’s look of complete and utter shock when I suggested we try to save Dylan. Does she actually think I’d choose to let him die? I don’t hate the guy. Far from it. That said, we need to be prepared for the very real possibility he might not make it.  
 
    I think back to his skeletal frame in that bed. Even if we get him off Zarbilian, he’d have to survive the journey back to Starlatten. Turning my head, I try to make out Crystal’s outline in the dark. If he dies, it will destroy her. Not just because she loves him, but because it’s her fault he’s here.  
 
    A sob echoes into the room and I start. 
 
    “Crystal?” 
 
    A small sniff sounds from the other side of the room before Crystal’s whisper reaches me. “Yes?” 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask into the cursed darkness. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You don’t sound fine.” 
 
    She doesn’t respond, but I can hear her fighting to bury her sobs. Throwing back my blankets, I feel blindly for the ladder at the foot of the bed and climb down. My hands out in front of me, I reach for the ladder on the other side, banging my shin into one of the chairs in the process. I curse under my breath. 
 
    Unzipping my blue suit a little, I focus my energy on my amulet, relishing the warmth against my chest. Soft green light begins to glow, spreading across the room and I grab hold of the ladder. Hoisting myself up, I perch on the end of Crystal’s bed. She sits up, watching me, her tear-streaked face illuminated by the green glow of my amulet. I hold out my arms and after a moment’s hesitation, she pushes back her blankets and falls towards me. I let my amulet fade and darkness envelops us. 
 
    We sit there, her head on my chest and my cheek resting against her hair until our breathing has synced and her tears have dried.  
 
    “Have you slept?” she whispers. 
 
    I lift my head from hers and chuckle. “No. You?” 
 
    Crystal sits up and shakes her head. “I can’t stop thinking about tomorrow. What do you think will happen?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” I say, rubbing her back until she returns her head to my chest. “Whatever happens, we’ll face it together. All four of us.” 
 
    “It’s weird she has the same eyes,” she says. “Do you think her dad has them too?” 
 
    “Possibly,” I muse. “No one’s mentioned Cadicus’ mother. Do you think she died?” 
 
    “I suppose she must have.” Crystal sighs. “Either that or she’s not into politics.” 
 
    I laugh and kiss the top of her head. She freezes and I mentally kick myself. I didn’t mean to do it. It’s instinct. I hate that I have to second guess how I am around her now. She sits up and I wince.  
 
    “Crystal–”  
 
    “It’s fine,” she says. “Really.” 
 
    I reach into the darkness and take hold of her shoulders, so we’re face to face. “Please let me say this,” I plead. “You’re my best friend. If that’s all we’ll ever be then it will have to be enough, but I promise I will always be here for you.” 
 
    Her dark outline is still before me, the silence perforated by the chorus of snores below. “Of course.” She sighs. “I hate that things are weird between us.” 
 
    My chest aches. “Me too.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll die tomorrow?” 
 
    Crystal’s question takes me by surprise and throwing caution to the wind, I fold her back into my arms. “No,” I say firmly. “I don’t know what tomorrow will bring, but we’re not going to die. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she mumbles against my chest.  
 
    For a moment, I consider offering to stay here with her. I know I’d sleep better with her in my arms. Who am I kidding? I’d sell my soul for the opportunity to wake up next to her. Resting my cheek against her head once more, I stroke her back and she tightens her grip around my middle. My traitorous mind conjures images of her lips against my chest and her mouth against mine and I gently, reluctantly, untangle her from the embrace. There’s no way I can share a bed with her. 
 
    “I suppose we should get some rest,” I say, shuffling towards the end of the bed.  
 
    “Okay,” she murmurs as my green light lights my path down the ladder and back to my bed. “Jaik?” 
 
    I pause in my arranging of covers. “Yeah?” 
 
    “In the bar,” she says, “you called me Selphia.” 
 
    “I could hardly introduce you as Queen Crystal Akinara, could I?” 
 
    “Obviously.” She sighs. “I only mean, you came up with that name really quickly. I don’t think I’ve heard it before. It’s pretty.” 
 
    My eyes find hers just before the green from my amulet fades, sending the room back to black. “It was my mother’s name.” 
 
    Lying back on the bed, we lie in the dark until enough silence has lapsed between us that no words need to be spoken. At some point, my breathing evens and sleep finally takes me. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    Crystal 
 
    When the doors slide open, I jump to my feet. We’ve all been awake for some time. I woke first after managing a few hours, followed by Tarin, who woke in such a fit of grunts and snorts it woke the others.  
 
    “Commander Kain has requested you join her for a morning meal.” 
 
    I recognise the red-haired guard that escorted me upstairs the day before. Standing just behind him, I can make out the looming figures of at least six more. Cadya might be inviting us for food, but she certainly doesn’t trust us.  
 
    Looking around at the others, I step forward. “We would be honoured.”  
 
    The guards escort us, more cordially than last time, out of the room and towards the elevation discs. Instantly, I recognise the path. They’re taking us to Cadya’s meeting space, which means Danikai is not going to be present. I can’t help but wonder whether that means the meeting went well with Master Kain, or whether this really is nothing more than a morning meal. 
 
    Even though I’m prepared for it, I still find myself flinching at the brightness as we enter. This time, however, when we enter the domed room, I find myself speechless. The transparent ceiling reveals a sky torn into shreds of red, yellow, blue and gold. On the horizon, the rugged mountains stand dark against the bright, rising sunstar. It’s breathtakingly beautiful. I haven’t seen a sky this beautiful since watching the sunset from Huntingdon Pike on Earth. I can almost feel Dylan’s breath on my cheek; his eyes filled with emotion as he told me he loved me. My breath catches in my throat and I tear my gaze away. 
 
    “Nice isn’t it?” Cadya smiles, rising from her seat at the table. “You forget how beautiful it is when you see it every day. Please, sit.” 
 
    The smell of food hits my nostrils and my stomach growls. When was the last time I ate? I realise with a shock it was dawn the previous morning. The twisting cramps of anxiety must have masked my hunger. Taking the same seat as yesterday, Jaik does the same as Tarin and Kara take the remaining seats. My mouth salivates as I look over the unusual dishes on offer. 
 
    “Please accept my apologies.” Cadya says, gesturing at the table. “We have very limited food on this planet. I’m sure it’s nowhere near the standard you are accustomed to.” 
 
    “Please,” I say, shaking my head. “It all looks wonderful, Commander. Thank you.” 
 
    As we pile our plates with food, Cadya explains what each dish is. I note that nightberries feature heavily along with a dark grain called sloi. It may not be varied, but it’s warm and delicious. There’s very little talk as we eat, with topics circling around how well we slept and introducing Tarin and Kara.  
 
    Eventually, we sit back, full and warm as the table is cleared. 
 
    “So,” Cadya announces, surveying us with her amber eyes. “I suppose you’d like to know what happened last night?” 
 
    I put down my cup of nightberry tea and lean forward. “Of course.” 
 
    “Well, my father was very surprised to learn that we have the queen of Starlatten on Zarbilian. He will be joining us shortly to discuss where we go from here.” 
 
    I swallow and notice Jaik shift in his chair beside me. “It will be my pleasure.” I smile, hoping it hides the nervous energy coursing through me. 
 
    “The pleasure is entirely mine.” 
 
    We all turn as one to see that the doors to the room have opened, revealing an elderly man who must be Master Kain. A guard stands on either side, seemingly poised to catch him at any moment. I realise that in my mind, I imagined him the image of Cadicus, forgetting he is probably a similar age to my grandmother. I stand as he hobbles toward us, so frail and white he’s almost translucent. His eyes are cloudy and pale with no hint of the gold I’ve been expecting.  
 
    As he reaches the table, Cadya holds his arm as he sits in the large chair to her right. He motions for us to sit. 
 
    “Thank you for meeting with us,” I say, bowing my head slightly. 
 
    His eyes crinkle as he smiles. “As I said, the pleasure is all mine.” 
 
    I notice he’s wearing long beige robes, traditional to Starlatten. It’s strange to see something so familiar after the monotony of so many blue uniforms. My eyes land briefly on the golden amulet around his neck, almost identical to Cadicus’. Blinking, I concentrate on my drink. They still haven’t asked about our amulets and if they have in fact forgotten, I certainly don’t want to remind them. 
 
    “Please allow me to apologise for your exile,” I begin, getting right to the point. “I was abhorred to discover my grandparent’s decision and I’m disgusted with my father for upholding it.” 
 
    Master Kain stares at me. “You look just like your grandmother.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told.” I frown. “I used to take it as a compliment.” 
 
    “It is a compliment,” Master Kain replies. “She was a wonderful woman. Smart, strong and an excellent leader; she made some hard decisions and carried the burden it brought her with dignity.” 
 
    I can’t help but raise my eyebrows at his statement. Unlike his son, Master Kain seems to have made peace with his circumstances. “You knew my grandmother well?” I ask. 
 
    “Oh yes.” He laughs. “We grew up together, Marisha, my wife Aleem and myself. When your grandfather arrived from Randmah to court Marisha, he thought I was in love with her. Of course, my heart had always belonged to Aleem, but he never seemed to completely believe it.” 
 
    I shake my head in disbelief. My family and the Kains have been intertwined for generations and I had no idea. For a brief second, I imagine a reality where they hadn’t been exiled and Cadicus had been like an uncle to me. My mind balks at the thought. Of course, if they hadn’t been exiled, Cadya wouldn’t have been born. 
 
    “Looking at you four sitting before me, I’m reminded so much of those days.” Master Kain chuckles. “We were so young; full of ideas and hope for the future.” 
 
    “That’s what we want to talk to you about.” Jaik leans forward, his face serious. “There are hundreds of people on this planet who should never have been exiled. We want to take steps to right the wrongs that have been made. Will you allow us to do so?” 
 
    “Allowing is not the issue, young man.” Master Kain frowns. “I would like nothing more than to spend whatever little time I have left back on Starlatten, with the grass beneath my feet and the warmth of the sunstar on my face. I could die happy knowing my daughter is safe, living on a planet with limitless possibilities. However, the Itticans have been good to us. They have helped us in so many ways and we owe them. We can’t just turn our backs on them after so many orbits of collaboration.” 
 
    My jaw clenches at the word ‘collaboration’. Kidnapping, murder and war. What wonderful teamwork. 
 
    Jaik runs a hand through his hair and sits back in his chair. “There has to be another way to repay them. If you continue to wage war on Starlatten, there really will be no way back. If the Itticans get hold of the amulets— surely, you can see no good will come of that.” 
 
    My stomach flips at the mention of the amulets and I watch, as Master Kain stares at Jaik, his silvery brows furrowed as he seems to consider his words, before turning to me.  
 
    “Jaik is right,” I confirm. “If we work together, the future is still salvageable.” 
 
    Master Kain looks at me, his pale eyes flickering with so many emotions I can’t pin one down. At last, they seem to settle on resignation and a chill runs down my spine. 
 
    “I’d like to show you something,” Master Kain says. “Will you come with me?” 
 
    Glancing at my friends, I nod tentatively. I’m not sure what he has in store and my nerve endings are tingling in an uncomfortably familiar way. In fact, the last time I felt like this, I was walking into the warehouse to face Cadicus. Master Kain has given us no reason not to trust him though, so I’m not sure why I feel sick to my stomach as I stand and follow his slow shuffle out of the room. 
 
    It takes a while to make our way to the second floor and along a winding narrow corridor, moving at the slow pace of Master Kain. I wonder why he doesn’t use anything to aid his mobility. It isn’t as if they don’t have the technology. 
 
    These tunnels remind me of the burrows Hebbes make. 
 
    I turn to Kara and find her frowning at my side. I know what you mean. It does feel rather insect-like down here. Where do you think he’s taking us? 
 
    I don’t know. Kara shudders. But I don’t like it. 
 
    Chills run down my arms and as we come to a stop outside two large dark doors, I hope it’s just the cold. 
 
    “Here we are,” Master Kain announces. He gestures to the guards and they begin to pull the heavy doors open. 
 
    I frown. Why are they not automatic? Hand operated doors are extremely rare on Starlatten and even on a barren planet such as Zarbilian, these are the first ones I’ve seen. Beyond the doors, I can see only darkness and the familiar soft orange glow of Ittican-friendly lighting.  
 
    “Come on in,” Master Kain insists. He shuffles forward, his arm linked with Cadya’s.  
 
    When I catch Cadya’s eye, I spot something unsettling in her expression. Remorse? Pity? My feet grow heavier with each step and a voice in the back of my mind screams at me to run. Behind us, the guards heave the heavy doors closed with a resounding thud. I flinch and look around, trying to understand what I’m seeing.  
 
    In front of us are several seats. I can’t see beyond the chairs, but there appears to be another level below us, just out of sight, creating a balcony. On the other side of the room are three large, black stone chairs, which appear to have been carved out of the walls of the room itself. Cadya leads her father to them, helping him into one before taking the seat to his left.  
 
    I take a small step back as Danikai appears beside the remaining empty chair. Whether there’s a door somewhere I can’t see, or he purely materialised from the shadows themselves, I can’t tell. He places a thin white hand briefly on top of Master Kain’s before turning in my direction. 
 
    “Welcome!” he calls across the dark room. “Please, come forward and take a seat.” 
 
    Cold sweat trickles down my back as I glance at my friends. Tarin’s eyes are fixed on Danikai as he shakes his head ever so slightly, his fists clenched at his sides. Kara looks like I have only ever seen her during combat training, her eyes focused and sharp, every muscle in her body poised and ready. Jaik’s eyes meet mine, his jaw set. I know he’s thinking the same thing. We’re trapped. We have no choice but to do as they say. Taking a shaky breath, I step forward toward the row of seats.  
 
    “I’m so glad you decided to join us on Zarbilian after all.” Danikai grins, revealing his small white teeth. “Although your guest list appears to have altered drastically.” 
 
    I stare back at his bottomless black eyes in silence. I’ve already gleaned he likes the sound of his own voice, so I’m more than happy to let him talk. Perhaps then, we’ll get some answers. 
 
    “Thirty-six orbits ago,” he continues, “your family exiled the Kains to this planet for uncovering your sordid royal secrets. Now, with my help, the people of Zarbilian can finally right the wrongs that have been made against them.” 
 
    That does not sound good, Kara says. 
 
    My hands grasp the arms of my seat so hard; I can no longer feel my fingers. 
 
    “Queen Crystal Akinara,” Danikai booms. “Meet the people you have punished!” 
 
    Instantly, the room lights up with enormous screens, which have been hidden in the dark against the walls. Each screen shows a different room on Zarbilian and each room is packed full with row upon row of faces. A split second later, the room fills with the sound of hundreds upon hundreds of furious howls and yells. The noise presses me back against my chair and I turn to Jaik in dismay. His face is pale, and his eyes are wide with fear as he meets my gaze. My stomach flips and I might vomit. 
 
    “Bring in the prisoners!” Danikai yells. 
 
    My hands fly to my mouth as I lean forward, expecting to see Dylan being wheeled out from somewhere. Then I realise, Danikai said ‘prisoners’, plural and my heart sinks. 
 
    As my eyes search the dimly lit space below, I make out the shadows of three figures being shoved brutally forward, their wrists bound with glowing orange wires. Illuminated by the glaring screens, the badly beaten figures of Commander Lutek, Dyja Boshi and Dyja Lahlo are lined up, their heads bowed, and their blue suits ripped down the front, exposing their bare necks. No wonder they haven’t heard our messages. Danikai has their amulets now. As the guards step back, the roaring of the screens intensifies to an almost deafening volume. Lutek looks up, squinting at the balcony. She meets my mortified gaze with surprise, swiftly followed by despair. She must have hoped we hadn’t been captured. I feel her disappointment coursing through my already spinning head. 
 
    “Silence!” Danikai screeches. As the screens fade to a murmur, he steps forward and points at the prisoners below. “I present to you, Second Commander Lutek of Starlatten. She took up the position only ten orbits after the Kains were exiled, which means she is responsible for upholding the last twenty-six orbits of exile.” 
 
    Squirming under the angry glares and whispers emanating from the screen, I long to say something, but I know there’s no point. Not yet at least. 
 
    “How do you plead, Second Commander Lutek?” Danikai demands. 
 
    My blood runs cold and I look at Jaik in horror. This is it. This is a sentencing. I can hear the slow thudding of my heart in the silence that follows as Lutek glares up at him, her face dirty and bloodied. 
 
    “Guilty,” she shouts, her chin high. 
 
    Danikai’s face is a picture of astonishment as the echo of her response bounces around the walls of the pit. After a few moments, the silence evaporates into a cacophony of hollering and cheers.  
 
    When the cheers begin to die down, Danikai peers down at Lutek and gestures to the screens. “You admit your part in the unfair exile of the people of Zarbilian?” 
 
    Lutek glowers at him, her blue eyes defiant. “Yes. When I found out the nature of Zarbilian I did as I was ordered to. I didn’t question those orders and I did nothing to stop the exiles that followed. For that, I will never forgive myself. Punish me if you must, but do not take your anger out on the queen. She had no knowledge of her family’s decision and she wants to make amends.” 
 
    My eyes sting with tears as I stare down at Lutek. On the screens, people talk in hushed voices, while others shout and jeer. 
 
    “Silence!” Danikai shouts. “You have admitted your guilt. On your knees!” 
 
    Lutek hesitates just long enough to prompt a guard to emerge from the shadows and kick the back of her legs, forcing her to the ground with a grunt. Shifting to the front of my seat, my vision blurs as blood roars in my ears.  
 
    “And your Dyja,” Danikai continues. “Just two of the many Starlatten soldiers blindly following orders.” He gesticulates toward the screens. “Perhaps these two giants are responsible for capturing some of you?” 
 
    I watch as Boshi and Lahlo share a look before wordlessly bending their long legs to join Lutek on the cold stone floor. They know what’s coming and that they’re powerless to stop it. 
 
    Tearing my eyes away from the pit, I seek out the Kains. Master Kain sits, his face unreadable as he watches the proceedings. Cadya, however, looks more than uncomfortable. I will her to look at me, and as she senses my eyes on her, she turns away. It’s only for a moment, but I’m sure I see something that looks like uncertainty in those tawny eyes.  
 
     A wave of cheers draws my attention back to the pit. Three guards have stepped forward from the shadows, each of them wielding a long silver rod, the end shining with a pulsing, pale blue light. Each standing behind a prisoner, they simultaneously raise the glowing sticks. My vision blurs at the edges and as I throw myself out of my seat toward the metal bar separating the edge of the seating area from the pit, someone screams so loudly it hurts my ears. 
 
    It’s only when the yell vibrates into nothingness, that I realise it came from me. All eyes turn to me as I hang over the metal bar, breathing heavily, my face wracked with desperation. 
 
    “Please!” I plead. “Mistakes have been made, but the people responsible for those mistakes are dead. They can’t answer for them. Instead, we are here, trying to make things right. Killing Commander Lutek won’t bring you peace. Killing has never brought anyone peace. A mistake cannot be fixed with a mistake.” I turn my attention to the screens, unsure whether they can see me, but trying out of sheer desperation. 
 
    “As Queen of Starlatten, I want to right the wrongs my parents and grandparents made. You are tearing Starlatten apart with the war the Itticans have persuaded you to wage upon us. It’s not too late to make the right choice. Come home, be one again and let us move forward together, toward a peaceful and fair future.” 
 
    My chest heaves with the passion behind the words I’ve poured from my soul and the silence around me is almost too much to bear. Turning to the Kains, I see Cadya sitting, her eyes focused on her hands, which are clasped in her lap. Master Kain’s pale eyes are fixed on the pit, flitting over the kneeling figures as they await their fate. Finally, I look at Danikai as he rises from his chair, his long jet-black hair cascading over his shoulders, highlighting his pallid skin.  
 
    “A rousing speech, Your Majesty.” He bows his head. “Unfortunately, the people of Zarbilian have suffered for long enough and want to forge a future on their own terms.” He turns to Master Kain, placing his long white fingers once more upon the pale sleeve of his robe. “Would you like to give the order?” 
 
    My chest tightens as Master Kain nods and begins to raise his arms. I glance frantically around the room, searching for something, someone to stop what is about to happen. At my side, Kara, Tarin and Jaik have also risen to their feet, their eyes wide with fear at what they are about to see. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    I spin in the direction of the voice to find Cadya sitting forward, her hand on her father’s shoulder. 
 
    “Not everyone wants this,” she says softly. “So many people have died already.” 
 
    Master Kain stares at her, his face suddenly contorted with anger. “I’m doing this for you! You deserve a life away from here.” 
 
    “I can have that,” Cadya replies. “The people can have that. Perhaps it doesn’t even have to be Starlatten. There are other planets out there. I can have a life away from here without killing any more people.” 
 
    “It’s too late.” Master Kain sighs. “We chose our path and there’s no turning back.” He nods at Danikai, who smiles cruelly. 
 
    “Kill the prisoners!” 
 
    “No!” I scream as the guards in the pit raise their gleaming blue weapons. Before I can consider whether it’s a good idea or not, I focus on the warmth of my amulet and push its energy outwards, wrenching the weapon from the nearest guard’s hands. Simultaneously, the other two weapons follow suit, hoisting into the air. I blink in surprise, realising Jaik and Tarin have had the same idea. Below, in the pit, the guards stare at each other in confusion as their weapons hover above them, suspended in the air. 
 
    “Cut us loose!” Lutek shouts, holding her hands out in front of her. 
 
    I hope against hope that the instruction I push forward with my mind doesn’t result in amputation as I slice the blue rod downward toward the glowing orange binding. Danikai yells as Lutek’s ties fall to the floor, dark and lifeless, and she spins around, punching her guard in the face. He reels backwards into the wall. Seconds later, Boshi and Lahlo are also free of their ties, but their guards have already fled into the shadows. Lutek plucks a weapon from the air, nodding at Boshi and Lahlo to do the same.  
 
    I turn, eyes blazing, to face the four guards behind us at the back of the room. They stand, poised for attack, their eyes flitting over to Master Kain and Danikai. 
 
    “Why do they still have their amulets?” Danikai screeches. 
 
    Master Kain shakes his head in confusion. “I told Cadya to take them from them last night.” 
 
    Shooting a glance at my friends, to make sure they keep an eye on the guards, I push my energy forward and force Danikai back against the wall, holding him there as Lutek and the Dyja clamber out from the pit. As soon as they have him surrounded, their weapons shimmering in the gloom, I release him into a heap on the floor and turn to face Cadya.  
 
    Commander Kain stands, fists clenched, and her chin raised in defiance. “Enough is enough,” she declares. “Too many bad decisions have been made and it stops now.” Reaching out, she snatches her father’s amulet from his neck. 
 
    “Cadya!” he groans, clutching at his throat. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “People of Zarbilian!” she bellows, addressing the sea of confused faces across the bank of screens. “I want you to listen to Queen Akinara. She is offering you a choice. The first choice many of you will ever have had the freedom to make.” 
 
    I walk over to Cadya and standing shoulder to shoulder, we face the screens.  
 
    “If you feel Zarbilian is your home,” I begin, “you may stay here. I will ensure Starlatten brings resources to help you grow food and create a place where you can live, not just survive. If you wish for a new start, on Starlatten, you need to take a place on the ships that are scheduled for the next wave of attacks. I will give you land that will provide for you while we work through each of your circumstances one by one, reuniting you with your families or finding a more reasonable sentence for whatever your crime may have been.” I pause, my heart pounding as I survey the faces of the men, women and children whose lives are in my hands. “The Itticans only helped you because they wanted power. They don’t care about your freedom. This must end now.” 
 
    Once more, the room falls silent as I watch, listening. I can hear Cadya breathing beside me, shaking with adrenaline. There is so much anger here. A planet filled with rage. I glance over to where Lutek and the Dyja hold weapons to the throats of a stricken Master Kain and a furious Danikai. I know they’re thinking the same thing. Forgiveness is harder than revenge. 
 
    “This is our chance,” Cadya pleads, stepping forward. “I know how many of you have been against the Itticans; how many of you turned your backs on them when they assassinated King and Queen Akinara. This might not be the way we imagined our rebellion, but it’s a better way. Stand with me. Stand with Queen Akinara. We can have a future, on our own terms.” 
 
    I turn and stare at Cadya, the light from the screens illuminating her face as she stands, chin lifted but fingers trembling. A rebellion? This must be why she didn’t take our amulets. Why the guards behind us didn’t intervene when we stopped the execution. I realise with a start, they weren’t staring at Danikai and Master Kain, but at Cadya. Awaiting her orders. My head spins, the silence on the screens deafening. Is it enough? 
 
    “May the stars bless Starlatten!” 
 
    I whip my head around in the direction of the shout to find two of the guards in front of Tarin, Kara and Jaik on their knees, their right hand raised, fingers spread in the traditional Starlatten salute. 
 
    Turning again, I see that dozens of people on the screens are dropping to their knees and raising their hands. My heart pounds with pride and my shoulders sag with relief as the chant reverberates around the room, bouncing off the rocks.  
 
    It’s not over yet. 
 
    I look over at Jaik. He’s right. Kara and Tarin nod their agreement as he continues.  
 
    We need to get off this planet and the Itticans are not going to be happy about it. They still greatly outnumber the Zarbilian. 
 
    My mind whirs and as the pieces of a plan start to slot together, I turn to Cadya and clasp her hands in mine. “Cadya, I think I have a plan to get past the Itticans. But first,” I say with a smile, “I think you should be wearing this. I prise Master Kain’s amulet from her clammy palm and fasten it around her neck. “Until you get your own,” I add. 
 
    Cadya smiles and nods, her amber eyes gleaming gold. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    Crystal 
 
    “Okay,” I say. “Does everyone know what they’re doing? 
 
    Tarin nods. “I’d like to make a suggestion though. I really think it’s best if Jaik and I go back to medical to get Dylan. We’ll take Lahlo with us too, as well as a couple of these guards. You need to get to the ship safely. If anything happens to you, this whole plan falls apart.” 
 
    It makes sense and I try not to look disappointed. Already battling the guilt for being responsible for Dylan being here in the first place, I now have to put his safety in someone else’s hands. Even if it is my best friends’. “Of course.”  
 
    Don’t. Jaik stares at me, his face serious. 
 
    Don’t what? I ask. 
 
    Worry, he says with a smile. We’ll get him to the ship safely. I promise. 
 
    I smile at the sincerity in his eyes. 
 
    “I have another suggestion,” Lutek says. “I think Commander Kain should go with you to the ship. It sends the message of solidarity that will keep this movement going in the right direction. The guards know where the control centre is and will be able to take me there.” 
 
    “Commander,” I say, shaking my head. “You need to come with us to the ship. What if –” 
 
    Lutek’s eyes burn with the same blue as the weapon she’s wielding at her side. “There are no ‘ifs’,” she says. “I’ve already asked Tarin to contact the captain and instruct him to fly into the valley as soon as he’s given the signal. You need to be ready and waiting.” 
 
    “But –” I try. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Lutek interrupts. “I was part of the problem. Please let me be part of the solution.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I nod my consent and take a final look around. My eyes fall on the dejected form of Master Kain, slumped in his chair. Jaik has put him into a temporary mindsleep and Cadya has decided to leave him behind, with plans to send for him once things are settled. Of course, if he chooses to return to Starlatten, he will have to face the consequences like everyone else. 
 
    As my thoughts turn to consequences, I seek out Boshi who is holding a bound Danikai by his upper arms with as little effort as if he were a child’s toy. “If he gives you any trouble,” I say, taking in his cowering form with disdain. “Knock him out.” 
 
    With that, we all move toward the heavy doors, which have been heaved open by the guards. Once out in the dim corridor, we split wordlessly in separate directions. Jaik, Lahlo, Tarin and two Zarbilian guards jog toward a disc to take them back to medical. Lutek disappears down another dimly lit corridor with the red-haired guard and two others toward the control centre. Surrounded by the rest of the guards—and Boshi, hauling Danikai—Cadya, Kara and I make our way toward the launch hangar, where ships are waiting to take those who want to leave.  
 
    As soon as we reach the towering cylindrical centre of command, the chaos and confusion blast my senses. People hurry in all directions, some arguing, some elated and most hauling bags or armfuls of possessions. I’m almost knocked over several times as we try to make our way to a disc, the people oblivious to who we are in our blue uniforms. As the crowd threatens to swallow us, Kara clasps onto my hand and we pull each other forward. 
 
    A loud explosion rattles through the chamber, shaking the walls and halting everyone in their tracks. Looking around frantically, my eyes travel upward, and I gasp. A circle of blue-suited Itticans wielding shimmering blue weapons march forward in a close line, their feet stomping in time, echoing against the rock and metal walls. I watch, wide eyed, as one of them raises her weapon in the air. It glows from blue to bright white before emitting a lightning bolt upwards, exploding with a resonating crack that sends people cowering to their knees, covering their heads.  
 
    Come on, Lutek, I plead. I wish she had her amulet so I could find out how close she was. If the Itticans start using their weapons to kill instead of herd, the panic and chaos that will follow will put an end to any escape plans.  
 
    Echoing around us, the sound of steady, marching footsteps increases, and I realise with an icy shudder that each floor has its own circle of Ittican guards approaching with rhythmic purpose, armed to their tiny, white pointed teeth. My heart pulses in time to their marching as the circle closes tighter and tighter around our floor, forcing everyone to the edges near the discs, which I now realise have been turned off. A few Zarbilian guards circle around Boshi, in an attempt to hide Danikai from view. My eyes flit to the discs behind us and I wonder how far Jaik and Tarin got and whether they’re okay.  
 
    The Itticans are so close now, I can see the flickering in their huge black eyes, their pale skin taking on an orange hue in the dim light.  
 
    I say we fight. 
 
    I frown at Kara beside me. There are far too many of them! We’d be killed instantly. 
 
    It beats standing here being herded like dorak. 
 
    Just a little longer, I plead. Lutek will get there. I know it. 
 
    As I finish the thought, the Itticans nearest us lower their weapons, pointing them directly at me. I feel Kara tense at my side, her grip tightening on my hand.  
 
    When the lights flicker, it’s so quick you’d only notice if you were looking for it; and I am. Glancing at Cadya, I know she noticed too.  
 
    Then it happens. All around us, the lights turn brighter and brighter until they beam a blinding white. I squint, raising my arm along with everyone else to shield my eyes as my pupils adjust to the change. The Itticans however fall to their knees, their hands covering their faces as they shriek high pitched yelps of pain. 
 
    Amidst the screams, the hum of the elevation discs starts up again.  
 
    “Now!” I yell. 
 
    We run toward the disc as the crowds begin to flow, stepping over and around the writing bodies of the Itticans.  
 
    “Your Majesty!” 
 
    A deep voice breaks through the hum of evacuation and I realise with a start that I’ve never heard Boshi’s voice before. I stop and turn, spotting his towering figure instantly in the crowd. I realise immediately why he’s called out as I see Danikai’s thrashing, shrieking figure at his feet.  
 
    I open my mouth to give the order to knock him out but realise Boshi no longer has his amulet. Wincing against the screams surrounding us, I step over the writhing Itticans and touch my hand to Danikai’s head. He instantly stills and Boshi scoops him up off the floor and over his shoulder.  
 
    Stepping over the blinded guards, we squash together on the elevation disc. We reach the third floor quickly, spilling out onto the landing. People still scurry back and forth as Itticans squeal and moan on the floor and I barely have time to look around before Cadya shouts at us to follow her down one of the corridors.  
 
    As we jog down the dark cold tunnel, the sound of our panting breath echoes off the stony walls and I notice that at some point the strip of white light running along the ceiling has stopped and we are advancing into darkness. 
 
    “Cadya?” I call out. “Why are there no lights this far down?” 
 
    As she slows her jog to a halt, my stomach churns. Has this all been a clever ruse? Was this her plan? To trap us down here in the dark? 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she says, looking up at the bare ceiling. “I’ve never noticed before. It can’t be dark for long though, because the hangar is fully lit. We just need to keep moving.” 
 
    Glancing at Kara, I can see she doesn’t seem to share the same sense of foreboding as she continues down the corridor. Cadya has seemed genuine so far and by not taking our amulets, she saved our lives. I try to shake off the creeping feeling of doubt and pick up the pace to catch them up, colliding straight into the back of Kara and bouncing off Boshi as he follows behind.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I demand, as I reel backwards finding my balance.  
 
    When Kara doesn’t reply, fear tingles in my spine. Peering over her shoulder into the murky tunnel ahead, I make out at least six Itticans blocking our path, their black eyes unblinking in the gloom. 
 
    Where did they come from? I gasp, taking in their menacing expressions.  
 
    Kara shakes out her arms and adapts a fighting stance. They must have already been in the tunnels when the lights came on, she mutters through her amulet. Bring it on. 
 
    Only one of them seems to have a weapon, the long silver length humming slightly in the ominous quiet of the tunnel. Behind me, I hear a soft thud as Boshi places Danikai down on the floor.  
 
    “Get behind us,” I hiss to Cadya. “Make sure they don’t get their hands on Danikai.” 
 
    She hesitates for a moment, before edging around us toward the captured Ittican’s crumpled form. “There’s so many of them,” she says as she passes. “Let me help.” 
 
    A high-pitched squeal sounds from one of the Itticans blocking our way as they launch themselves forward towards us. Wielding his own weapon, the stockiest of our Zarbilian guards runs straight at them. I ready myself for the others but Boshi steps forward, kicking the nearest Ittican in the chest with such force, he flies backwards into the shadows, dropping his weapon with a clatter. Raising my hand, I swiftly lift the weapon from the floor out of his reach and move it through the air to Cadya. She plucks it from the gloom with a nod.  
 
    In front of us, the Itticans have readied themselves again, pairing up as they charge. I crouch, my arms bent and ready as two Itticans run at me, their long hair flapping behind them. With all my might, I leap into the air, swinging my left foot round, making contact with the female’s chest, before using the momentum to continue the spin, catching the other guard with my right foot.  
 
    I’ve barely landed before the female launches at me again. Leaping into the air, my head brushes the top of the tunnel as I hover above her, leaving the Ittican sprawling into the empty space I’ve left. Landing softly, I channel my purple energy coursing through my veins and swing my arm out, lifting the male guard up into the air before slamming him against the hard rock wall, where he collides with a smack before crumpling to the ground.  
 
    Behind me, the female guard yells as she swings a pale fist toward me. Leaning deftly out of its way, I flip my legs out in front of me, latching them around the Ittican’s torso, taking her into a spin that sends her crashing to the cold, damp floor. It takes the woman a moment longer than before to gather her strength and stand, but before she can fully recover, I push my hands out in front of me, sending a pulse of energy colliding with her chest and crushing her against the rocky wall. She slides down, eyes closed as she comes to rest amongst two other bodies. 
 
    I turn to find Kara delivering the final blow to a male Ittican, sending him spinning backwards. He cracks his head on the rocks before landing on the floor with an echoing thud. Once again, the only sound is our own ragged breath echoing in the darkness. Looking at the bodies, I see there were ten Itticans, not six, who blocked our way. Boshi pokes at a pile of limp limbs with his foot. 
 
    “That was incredible,” Cadya breathes, lowering her weapon. “Will you teach me to fight like that?” 
 
    I smile, my cheeks flushed with exertion. “Let’s get back to Starlatten first, okay?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cadya was right. It’s not much further until the light begins to return to the tunnel, opening out onto a sprawling hangar filled with shiny spacecraft unlike any I’ve ever seen. 
 
    There are at least twenty of them, all with ramps crowded with passengers clinging onto bags of possessions, tugging children along. Above us, the ceiling has opened, revealing a pale orange sky. I wonder whether our ship has got the message and is on its way. My eyes scan the hangar looking for any sign of Jaik and Tarin, but I see nothing. My chest contracts. What if they’ve run into Ittican guards too? What if they were too late?  
 
    Are you okay? I send out to Jaik and Tarin, my fists clenched, clammy at my side. 
 
    “They’ll be here,” Kara says, watching me with concern.  
 
    I attempt a smile and fail, returning my gaze to the sky, looking for our ship and listening for a response.  
 
    “Anything back?” Kara asks quietly. 
 
    Shaking my head, I search for familiar faces amongst the frantic crowds. According to Cadya’s calculations, the power will only keep the lights at full capacity for another twenty minutes.  
 
    As soon as we arrived at the hangar, Cadya left to check that everyone who wants to leave Zarbilian has access to a ship. Boshi followed her to put Danikai on the ship she’ll be taking. Cadya estimates there are around four hundred Zarbilian to be evacuated, with the other six hundred already on Starlatten or in its orbit. I try not to think about what would have happened if the numbers had been bigger. An evacuation of this scale would have been impossible.  
 
    Standing in the midst of the exodus, I feel tears well in my eyes. Pushing memories of the Galastasia from my mind, I remind myself that the panicked shouts around me are not solely ones of fear, but of excitement at the prospect of a new life. 
 
    Looking out at the many blue-suited figures as they board the ships, I wonder whether any of them wielded weapons on board the Galastasia. How many perished with the ship that day? They may have suffered some loss, but nowhere near the thousands of men, women and children from Starlatten who were lost that day. Doubt churns in my stomach. Is this the right thing to do? It’s likely that some of these people murdered my family and friends. I start to wonder if I’m strong enough for the forgiveness I’ve promised. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    My building fury ebbs as I feel something tugging at the leg of my suit. Glancing down in surprise, I find a small dark-haired girl staring up at me, her light brown eyes wide with wonder. Despite the fear and uncertainty sweeping through me, I can’t help but smile. “Hello?” 
 
    Covering her mouth with her hands, the little girl giggles before asking, “Are you the queen?” 
 
    A warm smile bursts on my lips as I reply, “Yes. I am. Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Millia,” she announces, bouncing up and down on her toes. “My mother says we’re going to a new planet with purple plants on the floor and three moons.” 
 
    “Your mother is right.” I laugh. “It’s called grass and it’s so soft on your feet, you don’t need to wear anything to protect them.” Milia’s mouth forms a small ‘o’ as I continue. “And the sky is green.” 
 
    With a yelp of excitement, the little girl throws her arms around my thighs and squeezes before running off in the direction of a group of people boarding a nearby ship. I watch as her mother sweeps her up in her arms, clearly reprimanding her for straying.  
 
    Suddenly it’s clear. This is why these people are getting a second chance. Those that were on board the Galastasia, those that chose to act on revenge, will be sentenced on Starlatten, but so many of them have been born on Zarbilian, paying for their parents, or even grandparent’s mistakes. 
 
     I’m not sure what Risiki will have to say about this, but once we’ve boarded the ship, I’ll make contact and explain. I almost wish I could be there to see Dulesh’s face when he hears the news.  
 
    My thoughts are interrupted by a sudden gust of cool air, which sends clouds of orange dust swirling causing people to shield their faces. Looking up as the thundering roar of engines shakes the ground beneath me, I squint as our ship descends on the outskirts of the hangar.  
 
    “Let’s go!” Kara calls, tugging at my hand. 
 
    “I’m going to wait here,” I say, pulling back. 
 
    Kara looks around, impatience clear in her delicate features. “Why?” 
 
    “We’re still waiting for so many people,” I explain. “I want to be here, where I can see when they arrive.” 
 
    Kara blows out a slow breath and stands beside me, staring at the dark tunnel entrance. Around us, crowds of people continue to scurry past on their way to board the ships. It seems very few people are choosing to stay on Zarbilian. I scan the outskirts of the hangar, spotting a handful of people saying their goodbyes or pleading with others to stay.  
 
    “Why do you think they’re staying?” I ask, nodding in their direction. 
 
    Kara follows my gaze and shrugs. “Perhaps their crimes are ones they know will mean a severe punishment or even imprisonment on Starlatten. At least here on Zarbilian, they’re free.”  
 
    Mulling this over, I turn to gaze at the entrance to the hangar. There are several other entrances, but I have a feeling in my gut that this is the one I should be watching. 
 
    “Have you tried contacting them again?” Kara asks, glancing over her shoulder at the ship as she bounces a little on the spot to keep warm. 
 
    “I’ll keep trying,” I say. “Go to the ship. I’m fine here.” 
 
    Kara snorts in response. “We need to leave soon. You do know that, right? Once the power to the lights subsides, the Itticans will be coming after us with everything they’ve got. We have to be off the ground before that happens.” 
 
    I nod again, my eyes fixed on the tunnel. Beside me, Kara gives a growl of frustration.  
 
    “Right! I’m going after them,” she huffs, starting toward the tunnel, fists clenched and head down. 
 
    “What?” I snap out of my daze and grab her wrist, pulling her back. “Don’t be ridiculous!” 
 
    “Well it beats standing here looking at a hole,” she snaps, shrugging me off. As the anger ebbs from her face, she looks at me in desperation. “I want them back here just as badly as you.” 
 
    My heart pangs and I put a hand on her shoulder. “I know.” 
 
    A yell from across the hangar makes us both jolt. “Crystal! Askara! We need to go. Now!” 
 
    I spin on my heel to see Cadya standing by one of the largest of the Zarbilian fleet, waving wildly at us, panic visible on her face even from a distance. 
 
    We still haven’t got everyone, I reply. 
 
    As the message reaches Cadya, she looks around in surprise. I bite back a smile as I remember she hasn’t grown up with an amulet. It must be a bit of a surprise hearing talking in your head when you’re not used to it.  
 
    How long do we have? I ask. 
 
    Cadya holds up one hand, stretching four fingers high above her head. My heart sinks. Four minutes to leave the planet. It will take most of that to get the ships airborne. Even as the thought manifests, some of the ships at the outer edges of the hangar start their engines, dust blowing in warm clouds around their bases as they hum and roar into life. I watch, my heart vibrating in time with the deafening roar as two ships lift off the ground, rising vertically out of the hangar, before bright light explodes from their undersides, propelling them up and out of sight in seconds. As the ships turn into stars against the orange sky, another two follow suit.  
 
    Glancing over my shoulder once more at the entrance, I take a deep breath and begin to walk across the immense hangar to our ship.  
 
    We’re coming, I send. I’ll make sure we’re the last to leave. 
 
    As we reach the halfway point, I think I see something out the corner of my eye and I swing around, Kara following suit. There’s nothing. I look at her, knowing she saw it too. It happens again and I realise. It’s a flicker. A flicker of light. Around the rim of the roofless hangar, the bright white lights flash and dim, slowly returning to their low orange glow. Our time is up. 
 
    My throat closes as I imagine the hundreds, possibly thousands, of Ittican guards pulling themselves up, collecting their weapons and preparing to seek retribution for the pain and humiliation they’ve just endured. Around us, only three ships remain. The two remaining Zarbilian ships are starting their engines, but our ship is still, the two Dyja standing by the entrance steps, waiting.  
 
    Go! Go! Go! 
 
    Kara yelps, grabbing my arm as the frantic cry resounds in our minds. My eyes widen as I turn and see Jaik, Tarin and the red-haired guard running towards us from the entrance at full speed. Tarin has Dylan thrown over his broad shoulder and behind them, Lutek, Lahlo and two more guards follow, turning periodically to fire weapons into the tunnel entrance.  
 
    “Get on the damn ship!” Jaik screams, near enough now for me to see the panic blazing in his eyes. 
 
    I turn with Kara and sprint toward the ship as fast as I can. Even before we reach the steps, one of the Dyja turns to the pilot and the engines start up, dust billowing in our path. 
 
    Leaping onto the steps, I’m almost afraid to look at the scene unfolding behind me. Clutching at the cold metal doorway, I watch in horror as Itticans swarm from every entrance to the hangar wielding the now familiar silver weapon alongside others I haven’t seen before and I’m not keen to witness being used.  
 
    Jaik and Tarin are mere strides away, still moving at lightning speed towards us. Lutek, Lahlo and the guards begin to fall back, taking aim at the advancing Itticans to provide cover and hold them at bay.  
 
    I look at the Dyja standing poised at the bottom of the steps. There’s got to be something we can do to help.  
 
    He shakes his head, his grey eyes fixed on the advancing hoard as a bead of sweat trickles down the side of his face. I’m afraid not, Your Majesty. Even if we had weaponry to match theirs, we’d risk injuring our people. We can only wait. 
 
    Before I can respond, one of the Itticans fires at the ship. I scream and duck behind the door, but the shot never reaches home. Staring in amazement, I realise the Dyja are creating a protective shield around the ship. More shots dissipate in the air around the ship and my body pulses with fear as I notice for the first time that the Dyja’s face is red with exertion.  
 
    Beyond the ship, I hear a cry and turn to see that one of the Ittican’s shots has found home as the red-haired guard tumbles to the ground in a billow of dust. My fingers grip the door as the advancing Ittican army push forward, enveloping his lifeless form. 
 
    “Move out of the way!” 
 
    I fling myself back inside the ship, clearing the doorway as Jaik and Tarin burst up the steps, skidding through, panting with exertion. The Dyja inside nods toward an emergency medical bed which can be folded down from the wall, but his eyes are glazed and his skin pale as he works with the other Dyja to keep the shield up. 
 
    Watching in awestruck silence, I’m frozen to the spot as Jaik folds down the bed and Tarin lays Dylan’s limp body down, fastening the straps. Deafening shrieks and yells tear my attention away and as I look through the doorway once more, I shiver in terror at how close the advancing Itticans are. Lutek, Lahlo and the other guards are fighting valiantly, picking off as many as they can whilst moving backward toward the ship.  
 
    Lutek glances over her shoulder for a second, her eyes finding mine. “Go! You need to go!” she yells. 
 
    I frown in bewilderment. We can’t go. They’re almost at the ship. I turn to the grey eyed Dyja who is already backing up the stairs as they start to fold inward toward the ship.  
 
    “No!” I shout. “We have to wait for them!” 
 
    A hand grips my arm and I turn to see Kara beside me, her eyes wet with tears. “They won’t make it,” she whispers, her voice barely audible over the ship’s engines as they prepare for take-off. “The Itticans are too close.” 
 
    Just before the heavy door closes, watching in horror-stricken disbelief, I see the Second Commander turn and lift her hand, spreading her five fingers high, a defiant smile on her face and her blue eyes bright, as the swarm of Itticans swallows her.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    Jaik 
 
    As the rumbling force of leaving the Zarbilian atmosphere jolts us from side to side, I lean back in my seat, my body vibrating until we finally burst free. When the noise dims around us, I turn my head to find her. Sitting, head down and eyes closed, Crystal’s heartbreak would usually be hidden by a cloud of curls, but with her hair still in Kara’s braids, her raw pain is visible for all to see.  
 
    The empty seats on the row in front scream at us. I hadn’t thought much of Lutek before the expedition, but she more than proved herself during our time together. A pang of sadness bursts in my chest as I wonder whether she had any family on Starlatten. We never really got the chance to find out much about her. I release a shaky breath and look up at the soft blue lighting along the ceiling as I think of Dyja Lahlo. Boshi is on Cadya’s ship and I wonder whether he knows. Can he sense his brother’s death? 
 
    Your Majesty? Master Bazanat? The pilot’s voice interrupts my thoughts. Can I confirm that you would like me to contact Starlatten and ask for a larger ship to come and meet us as soon as possible. It will take four times as long to get back in this ship. 
 
    I glance at Crystal, but she doesn’t move. I wonder whether she even heard. 
 
    I can confirm that. I say. Thank you. 
 
    Confirmed, Master Bazanat, the pilot replies. I’ll inform you when we hear. 
 
    I smile at the term. Master Bazanat. I’ve never been called that before. I suppose in the absence of Lutek, I’m next in command on the ship under the queen.  
 
    Looking around the small craft, I try to work out how long we’ll have to be on this ship for. It’s only meant for travelling short distances and there’s not much room to move around. Hopefully we’ll meet the Starlatten ship after a day or so. 
 
    Beside me, Tarin unbuckles his harness and stretches, his face and hair smeared with orange dust. “I’m starving,” he groans. “This one meal a day routine is killing me.” 
 
    The grey eyed Dyja unfastens his harness and stands, ducking against the low ceiling. We have supplies on board. I’ll prepare some food. 
 
    “What are your names?” 
 
    I jerk in surprise at the sound of Crystal’s quiet voice. The Dyja turns and bows his pale blond head before responding. 
 
    “My name is Carall.” He gestures to the dark-haired Dyja who has risen beside him. “This is Zemot.” 
 
    Crystal gives them each a grateful smile. “Thank you, Carall. Thank you, Zemot. I am truly sorry for the loss of your brother and I treasure your service. May the stars bless you both.” 
 
    Carall bows again, a sad smile on his lips before turning and disappearing into the shadowy rear of the ship, with Zemot following close behind.  
 
    “You too,” Crystal says, reaching out and placing a hand on Tarin’s forearm. “I’m sorry for your loss too.” 
 
    Tarin takes her hand in his, bringing it to his lips.  
 
    I watch in fascination. I’ve never had any close friends before Crystal, Tarin and Kara and the idea of a brotherhood like the Dyja is a concept I find hard to understand. The criminals Cadicus surrounded himself with would have stabbed each other in the back at the first chance they got. It’s something special, the connection between the Dyja, and one I imagine is something similar to the way I feel about my friends.  
 
    Crystal unfastens her harness and stands. After a brief stretch, she edges along the row of seats, coming to a stop between me and Tarin. Crouching down, she places a hand on our knees. “Thank you so much for rescuing Dylan,” she says. “In fact, thank you for coming on this mission. It would have been impossible without you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Your Majesty.” I smile, warmth rising on my chest. “Any time.” 
 
    “As long as it’s not any time soon.” Tarin chuckles. “Fahr will actually kill me.” 
 
    Crystal smiles but her eyes stay filled with sadness and heartbreak. She squeezes our knees before moving down the row to Kara, who sits forward and envelops her in a bearhug. I turn and survey the interior of the ship, nauseated at the thought of being in such a dark, confined space for more than a few hours.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I see Crystal rise again and I can’t help but watch as she stands, clearly forcing herself to look at Dylan lying strapped to the fold-down shelf. It’s almost as though she’s afraid to acknowledge him. I’m not going to lie, as soon as we left the atmosphere, I expected her to leap to his side. I remember her reluctance to enter the room, or even look at him, when we first found him in medical. Is she protecting herself? Is she trying not to get too attached? Blasted hope flutters around in my chest like a caged butterfly. Will she send him back to Earth when he’s recovered?  
 
    I watch as she steels herself before taking a wary step towards him. Reaching out a tentative hand, she touches his pale arm but withdraws it quickly as though he’s shocked her. He looks awful. He looked more alive with the knife Cadicus buried in his chest. I wonder if Crystal is thinking the same thing.  
 
    Tarin stands, stepping over me to reach her side. “We had to use our combined healing power to get him to a point we could take the tubes and wires off him,” he explains. “We knew we couldn’t move quickly enough with that bed.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Crystal whispers, her eyes fixed, staring at Dylan. “Do you think he’ll live?” 
 
    “I think we should take turns using healing energy on him. It won’t make him completely better, but it will hopefully keep him alive until we can get proper medical help when the ship arrives.” He hesitates as if he wants to say something else, but instead turns and disappears toward the back of the ship, his head bowed against the ceiling. 
 
    My fingers tense on the armrests as I consider getting up and talking to her; seeing if she’s okay. Before I can, she steps forward, closing the gap between her and Dylan. Placing a hand on his arm once more, she keeps it there. Reaching up with her other hand, I watch as she gently brushes the hair from his face, trailing her fingers down his cheek with such raw tenderness that I have to look away. Pressure builds across the bridge of my nose and my eyes begin to water. I stand and make my way to the front of the ship under the pretence of talking to the pilot. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The smell of food draws me from the front of the ship. I’m surprised to see Crystal still standing over Dylan, her hands on his chest, her eyes closed and her amulet casting a soft purple glow over the both of them. 
 
    I lower myself into a seat beside Kara, who’s watching her too. “How long has she been doing that?” I ask. 
 
    “Ever since you went up front,” Kara replies. “She’s trembling. I’m going to take over.” 
 
    Before she can stand, Carall appears from the back of the ship and places a hand on Crystal’s shoulder, jolting her from her trance. She looks up and blinks as he hands her a bowl.  
 
    “Please, Your Majesty,” he says as he presses the bowl toward her. “Allow me to continue the healing.” 
 
    My teeth grit as I see her preparing to argue, but she doesn’t. She accepts the food with a grateful smile and sinks into a seat just as Tarin and Zemot appear with more bowls. 
 
    Tarin hands one to me and one to Kara, before taking one from Zemot and collapsing beside us. The sweet smell fills the ship and my stomach growls reminding me that we haven’t eaten since our breakfast with Cadya that morning.  
 
    “It turns out, Carall is a very talented cook,” Tarin explains between mouthfuls. “While they were waiting with the ship, they found some nightberry bushes and harvested loads. He mixed them with the ginni grains we brought from home and it tastes incredible.” 
 
    Watching him eat with impressive gusto, I laugh before bringing a spoonful of the strange looking mixture to my mouth. I give a groan as the taste fills my mouth, the perfect balance between sweet and tangy. It really is delicious. 
 
    Glancing over at Crystal, I see she’s yet to try it, instead staring at Carall and Dylan.  
 
    If you want to help him, you need your strength, I scold gently. Eat. 
 
    When she turns to look at me, her eyes are so dark with sadness it’s like a stab in the chest. She looks down at her bowl as if surprised to see it in her hands and I watch as she brings the spoon to her lips, her eyes closing momentarily in pleasure.  
 
    “What did the pilot say?” Kara asks. 
 
    I tear my gaze from Crystal’s face to see her looking at me, her expression knowing. Pushing my food around in my bowl, I clear my throat. “He said we’ve made contact with Starlatten and a ship has been dispatched to meet us and bring us back. Risiki is heading the crew. If we travel at full speed, we’ll meet them in just over a day.” 
 
    “What about the Itticans in our orbit?” Tarin asks, spraying a mouthful of food as he speaks. 
 
    I grimace, shifting away from him as he gives me an apologetic look. “They’ve retreated. Most of the ships were manned by Zarbilian crew because of the Ittican’s aversion to the brightness on our planet. It seems Cadya contacted them immediately telling them to stand down.” 
 
    “How long until we get home?” Crystal asks. 
 
    I turn to look at her, but her gaze has already returned to the medical bed. “About a day and a half, maybe less, once we’re on the big ship.” 
 
    “So, Risiki’s meeting us?” Kara asks. “Does he know? That we’re bringing the Zarbilian back?” 
 
    I chortle into my bowl before looking at her with a wry grin. “Why do you think he’s coming?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    Crystal 
 
      
 
    As our ship docks with the Ryocha, the excitement in the air is palpable. The last twenty-seven hours have been tough. Nine of us in a cramped space, with only nightberries and water, our conversation skirting around obvious absences and the many things that could go wrong upon our return. By the time we heard word of the approaching Starlatten ship, silence fell over us as irritability began to gnaw at our edges. 
 
    We’ve been taking turns to heal Dylan and I began to look forward to my turns more and more as our journey progressed. Not only did it mean I got to touch him, feeling his barely beating heart, but it gave me the opportunity to close out my surroundings and be what felt something like ‘alone’ for a while. 
 
    Now, as the doors open, spilling bright white light into the ship, I realise the excitement is only a thin layer over a deep pit of anxiety. The familiar stout form of Risiki stands at the bottom of a ramp between two red cloaked Dyja, waiting for us to disembark.  
 
    “Your Majesty.” He beams, bowing low. “I can’t tell you how pleased we are that you are alive and well.” 
 
    Despite the tension between us since my grandmother revealed their secrets, I know he genuinely means it. His deep-set brown eyes search our numbers as we step down from the ship, however, and his face falls. 
 
    “Commander Lutek and Dyja Lahlo didn’t make it,” I explain, my heart aching. “They sacrificed themselves so we could escape. May the stars remember them always.” 
 
    “May the stars remember them always,” Risiki repeats, his eyes soft. After a moment, he straightens, his face serious once more. “I would like to offer you time to change and wash, Your Majesty, but I believe there are matters that need to be addressed immediately.” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, forcing myself to stand tall, despite my weariness. “There are several Zarbilian ships accompanying us to Starlatten. The majority of them will follow at their optimum speed, arriving a day or two after us, however, I wish for Commander Cadya Kain’s ship to dock with this ship. We have a lot to discuss regarding the future.” 
 
    Risiki’s face turns an odd shade of purple as he processes this information. “Who is Commander Kain?” 
 
    “She is the younger sister of Cadicus Kain, born on Zarbilian,” I explain. “Greet her with as many Dyja as you wish, but she and the others onboard will happily surrender any weapons upon docking. Dyja Boshi is with them, holding Commander Danikai as prisoner. I suggest we find a suitable holding cell for him immediately.”  
 
    Four Dyja rush forward as Carall and Zemot carry the medical bed containing Dylan carefully down the steps.  
 
    Transport him to the medical facilities, Carall says as they take the bed from them. He needs urgent medical attention. 
 
    I meet Carall’s gaze for a moment and smile, thanking him for including me in the message.  
 
    “As Commander in Chief, Your Majesty,” Risiki’s voice pulls my focus back to him. “I would really like to be informed on what has happened before we meet with Commander Kain.” He looks agitated as he shifts his weight from foot to foot. 
 
    “I can assure you I will do my best to make that happen,” I say kindly. “However, we have not eaten a proper meal in days, and we need some rest before we handle the future of our planet.” Looking over my shoulder, my heart aches with gratitude at the bedraggled, dirt covered group behind me. “If you could show us to our quarters and allow us a couple of hours to refresh ourselves, it would be greatly appreciated.” 
 
    Risiki stares at me, clearly longing to say something more. Instead, he bows and turns toward the large white doors, the Dyja following in his wake as he leads us from the docking bay into the belly of the ship.  
 
    I’ve never been on the Ryocha before. It’s bigger and more powerful than the ship that took us to Zarbilian, clearly a vessel too valuable to blow up. Risiki excuses himself almost immediately to return to the control deck, leaving the Dyja to escort us along the long, high ceilinged corridors curved with soft white light that seem to float us to our quarters.  
 
    When the Dyja slow outside a pair of white doors outlined with thin strips of gold, I realise we’ve reached my quarters. Pressing my hand against the panel, the doors open, and I step inside. Behind me, a soft sigh of wonder drifts into the room as Kara peers over my shoulder but it’s cut off as the doors close behind me. 
 
    Ordinarily, I would have argued for ‘regular’ quarters close to my friends, but standing here in the large, clean white room scattered with soft golden pillows it takes everything I have not to collapse to my knees.  
 
    Half-crawling, I make it to the bed, sinking into the embrace of the plush blankets. Exhaustion pins me down and as I roll on to my side, a tear drips off my nose. Raising a hand, I realise my face is wet. When did I start crying? Before I can even begin to answer my own question, sleep takes me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Crystal? Crystal! 
 
    Snuggling my face down into the soft pillow, I reach to pull the cloud like covers around me, relishing the comfort.  
 
    Crystal! Are you alive? So help me, I’m going to have a Dyja break this door down! 
 
    The panic in Jaik’s voice causes me to open my eyes, my heart fluttering in dread. What’s going on? 
 
    Oh, thank the stars! His voice floods with relief. Why haven’t you been answering me? 
 
    I’ve been asleep, I reply, sitting up and stretching with a yawn. What’s wrong? 
 
    You’ve been silent for over an hour! He scolds. We’re meeting with Risiki and Cadya soon. 
 
    With a groan, I rub my hands over my face. Fine. I’ll get washed now. I turn and look at the door, wondering if he’s stood outside. Sorry, I offer. 
 
    It’s okay, he replies, his voice softening. I’m just glad you’re okay. 
 
    Why wouldn’t I be? I frown as I begin to wander across the room, locating the washroom and noting with a smile, the change of dark purple robes waiting for me. 
 
    I know you, remember? I can hear the wry smile in his voice. You put on an impressive show for Risiki, but I could see… 
 
    His voice trails off and I stare at the door once more. It’s both unnerving and comforting how well he knows me. Well, I’m fine, I assert. And stop being creepy, I add for good measure.  
 
    A faint chuckle resounds in my mind. I’ll never apologise for worrying about you. 
 
    Shaking my head, I enter the washroom. Sparkling with diamonds of translucent glass and laced with golden webbing, I run my fingers over the smooth walls in wonder before coming face to face with my reflection. My hand drops to my side. I look awful. My braided hair is matted, with loose clumps of frizz sticking up all over my head and the tracks of my tears are visible through the streaks of black and orange dust smudged across my face. My eyes are tinged pink, despite my nap. Hoping to the stars that the water cascade is capable of miracles, I begin to unpick my braids.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I have to summon a Dyja to help me find my way to the control deck. Already running late, getting lost on board my own ship will definitely not send the regal message I want to project for this history-shaping meeting.  
 
    It didn’t work miracles, but I do feel infinitely better after standing under the water cascade, watching the swirls of dirt disappear beneath my feet. It’s nice to have my familiar curls around my shoulders again too, not to mention the soft, comfortable robes in place of the thick lined blue Zarbilian uniform. I repress a shudder at the thought of it.  
 
    As the doors to the control deck slide open, everyone jumps to their feet, bowing as I step forward into the room. Alongside my royal council, Risiki, Ambassador Dulesh, Secretary Jetar, Cadya, and four other members of the Starlatten government stand round a large white oval table, underlit with a soft blue light. I make my way to the only empty chair, larger and more comfortable than the others and take my seat. 
 
    “Thank you so much for being here,” I begin as they take their seats. “I am honoured to have Commander Cadya Kain joining us. Without her and the members of her rebellion, we would have died on Zarbilian and Starlatten would be lost. Despite the unfair actions taken upon her family, she chose to fight for a better future knowing the risks. For that, I will be forever grateful.”  
 
    I meet Cadya’s gaze and smile. She looks different, younger, in the soft blue robes she’s been provided, her father’s amber amulet shining around her neck, complimenting her unusually coloured eyes.  
 
    Cadya smiles back. “Thank you, Your Majesty, for giving me the opportunity to be here.” 
 
    Risiki clears his throat. “We have a lot to discuss.” 
 
    As he begins to list the itinerary for the meeting, Kara catches my eye from across the table. Are you okay? I ask. 
 
    Much better after a wash, nap and some food, she replies. 
 
    I realise with a jolt that I slept so long, I missed the chance to eat. Perhaps that’s why my head is pounding. 
 
    What’s wrong? Jaik pulls my gaze to him. You said you were okay. 
 
    I am okay, I reply. 
 
    You haven’t eaten, have you? He shoots me a look of disbelief.  
 
    I press my lips together, resisting the urge to pull a face at him and try to concentrate on Risiki, but Tarin’s voice echoes in my mind. 
 
    Guess who’s on board? 
 
    I frown as I consider this, but the answer comes quickly, and I sit up a little straighter with excitement. Is Fahr here? 
 
    Tarin’s eyes sparkle, struggling to contain his glee. Yes. 
 
    That’s wonderful, I say. He hates flying! He must have really wanted to see you. 
 
    Tarin’s eyes soften. He came for you too, he says. He wanted to be here to treat Dylan. He’s been working on him since we arrived. 
 
    Emotion pricks at my eyes. I’m so blessed to have so many people who care so deeply for me. Tarin tilts his head to show that I don’t need to reply, turning his attention back to Risiki. I force myself to do the same.  
 
    “… would like to state for the record that this is completely unachievable!” Risiki is spluttering. 
 
    Cadya’s amber eyes gleam as she raises a dark eyebrow. “You’re suggesting we turn around and return to Zarbilian to face the wrath of the Itticans?” 
 
    Risiki glances at the other members of the government for support and I flush, realising I really should have been paying more attention. 
 
    “Let’s think about this step by step,” I reason, sitting up straight. “Commander Kain? All your troops on Starlatten have surrendered, is that correct?” 
 
    She nods. “As per our agreement, they have surrendered their weapons and handed themselves in.” Cadya turns to Risiki. “May I assume they are being detained with dignity and care?” 
 
    “Yes,” Risiki replies. “Any surrendering troops will be unharmed as is Starlatten policy. It has been that way for centuries, and we will continue to honour it for centuries to come.” 
 
    “Good,” I reply. “Now, Starlatten is vast, with large areas still unpopulated. I suggest we designate an area to give to the Zarbilian? They can begin building while we make arrangements to review their records.” 
 
    A woman with long wavy blonde hair scraped back tightly from her face speaks up. “May I offer the Kemoor grasslands of Kasia?” 
 
    “That is a wonderful idea,” I say gratefully. I decide to grab the greyare beast by the tail and ask. “I’m so sorry, could you please remind me of your name?” 
 
    The wavy-haired woman inclines her head. “I am Ambassador Slaith of Kasia. I’m pleased to finally meet you.” Her brown eyes crease in deep lines as she smiles. “My brother disappeared ten orbits ago, along with my nephew. I believe now that he may have been exiled.” She shoots a barely concealed disapproving glance at Risiki. “I am very pleased to support this adjustment to our history.” 
 
    Gratitude swells inside me. I hadn’t considered how many people in the government might have been affected by the exiles. The Kains had been prominent members of the government and exceptions hadn’t been made for them. I catch the eye of one of the senior Dyja by the doors. “Please send word to begin building accommodation on the grasslands.”  
 
    The Dyja bows deep and leaves the room. I turn back to Cadya. “How many do you think we have following?” 
 
    “I would say there are around six hundred on Starlatten already and another four hundred on the ships.”  
 
    Surprise at the small number ripples amongst the council members. Risiki’s face is a picture of disbelief. It’s hard to believe that the element of surprise alone, combined with the powerful Ittican weapons, brought Starlatten to its knees. 
 
    Cadya hesitates before adding, “What are the conditions on Starlatten like? We haven’t brought many provisions.” 
 
    I smile. “I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised. Kemoor will never get as cold as Zarbilian. It may even take a while to adjust.” 
 
    “Then what, Your Majesty?” Risiki interjects. “What do we do with a camp of a thousand Zarbilian exiles?” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows at his tone. “I’m counting on the fact that somewhere within your sordid ‘exile club’, you kept records of who was exiled and their crimes?” 
 
    “Of course,” he says, bristling at my emphasis on the word.  
 
    “Good,” I reply. “We will go through each case and review it. Some crimes will be minor enough to allow complete reintegration. Of course, children and family of the accused will be offered this immediately. Together, we will review the list of crimes and decide which should be punishable and how.” 
 
    “This is not just correcting the mistake that was Zarbilian,” Jaik speaks up, staring hard at Risiki. “This is setting a new precedent moving forward. A fair and just government, without secrets.” 
 
    I nod in agreement. There had been a time, on Earth, where I had considered running from my responsibilities, when I hadn’t wanted to take the title of queen. Now, I realise that despite the pressure and heartache, it’s a privilege to have the power and opportunity to bring change and shape the future for the better. This is my legacy and I want it to be one I’m proud of. 
 
    When I finally stand, formally signalling the end of the meeting, I have to clutch at the table to stop myself from falling back in my seat. It’s been hours since we sat down and despite the water I’ve been sipping throughout, my hunger has made me weak and dizzy. One by one, everyone files out. Cadya shoots me a glance as she walks past, deep in conversation with Ambassador Slaith, but I force a smile, and she continues.  
 
    When only my friends remain, Jaik rushes to my side, one hand on my back and the other on my elbow.  
 
    “Seriously, you need to eat,” he reprimands, his green eyes dark with concern. 
 
    I open my mouth to speak, but Tarin cuts me off. 
 
    “No,” he says firmly. “Medical can wait. Food first.” 
 
    When I frown, he laughs. “Sorry, Jaik’s right. You’re kind of predictable.” 
 
    Great. Resigning myself to the fact that food will have to come first, I step away from the table. My breath catches in my throat as my legs give way, sending the ground shooting up to meet me. Jaik bends and sweeps me up in his arms before I make contact with the pristine white floor. My cheeks flush as he places my feet back on the floor, wrapping an arm across my back to hold me up.  
 
    “You,” Kara says, laughing at the irritation on my face, “are a liability, Crystal.” 
 
    Jaik deposits me with Kara in a room filled with small tables and the scent of food. Seconds later, a bowl of warm vegetable broth is put in front of me. After days of nothing but nightberries, the sensation of savoury warm broth filling my stomach overwhelms me with emotion. I tear off a large chunk of luffta and dunk it in the thick, dark blue liquid, unable to stop the moan of pleasure as my teeth sink into the soft fluffy texture, sending a stray dribble down my chin. As I wipe it away with the back of my hand, Kara catches my eye with a snort. 
 
    “Enjoying that, are you?” She laughs. 
 
    Swallowing, I grin my response. “How can you tell?” 
 
    Kara reaches forward to tear off a piece of luffta and I swat her hand away. “Get your own,” I tease through a mouth of blue broth. “How do you think the meeting went?” 
 
    Kara smiles, tugging at the strands of blonde hair at the nape of her neck. “Risiki is clearly not happy, but I think everyone else is on board. Ambassador Slaith seems to be promoting your cause amongst the others. Did you see her talking with Cadya?” 
 
    I nod, tearing a small piece of luffta into small crumbs and watching as they fall into my bowl. “It’s daunting to think of how much change is yet to come. Starlatten will never be the same.” 
 
    “In a good way, Crystal.” Kara leans forward, her expression earnest. “You’re doing the right thing and the right thing is rarely easy.” 
 
    “Perhaps my grandmother thought she was doing the right thing,” I muse. 
 
    Kara’s laugh is bitter. “No. Your grandmother was doing the easy thing. Taking anything slightly less than perfect and hiding it out of sight, like a child who’s broken something they shouldn’t have been touching.” 
 
    I smile at the analogy. “I wonder what my parents would think of all this.” 
 
    “They would be proud,” Kara replies. “You’re doing what your father didn’t have the strength and courage to do.” 
 
    I wince at the harsh truth. It’s difficult thinking of my father as weak and cowardly, especially as my last memories of him are calming the panicking masses on the Galastasia while guiding me to safety. He was a brave man and a kind leader, I decide. He just didn’t have the strength to stand up to his mother. Perhaps if he were still alive, I would have the same problem, standing up to him. 
 
    “Are you finished?” 
 
    Kara’s question cuts through my thoughts and I look down at my empty bowl in surprise. “Looks like it.” 
 
    “Tarin’s waiting for you in medical,” she says. 
 
    Pushing back my chair, nerves swirl uncomfortably in my now full stomach as I stand. “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    We walk in silence, which suits me fine. My mind is torturing me with dozens of scenarios, most of which involve Fahr telling me that Dylan’s dead or dying. I blink back tears, my heart aching as I play out the tortuous imaginary scenes. 
 
    When we reach the doors, marked by a small red outline, they hiss open instantly. I spot Tarin’s tall figure, his long red robes contrasting starkly with the white interior, his back turned as he talks to Fahr.  
 
    “Crystal!” Fahr’s face lights up as he sees me. He strides over, flinging his arms around me and holding me tight. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you.” I smile, returning his embrace.  
 
    Stepping back, he holds me at arm’s length, unabashedly assessing my wellbeing. “You need rest,” he mutters. “You look dreadful.” 
 
    “Thanks!” I laugh. 
 
    “Sorry. You know what I mean.” He looks up at Tarin. “This expedition has taken its toll on all of you.” 
 
    Tarin reaches down and strokes his cheek. “Yes, well we’re back now and I’m sure you’ll have us all fighting fit in no time.” 
 
    Fahr beams up at him for a moment, before turning his attention back to me. “So,” he says. “I finally got to meet the famous Dylan.” 
 
    My cheeks flush crimson. “How is he?” 
 
    “Alive, thanks to you,” he replies. “You all did a good job taking turns to keep him stable. He’s severely malnourished and dehydrated, so we’re working on rectifying that at the moment. I’m hopeful that once he’s regained some strength, we should be able to properly assess any damage and find out how he was put into such a deep state of unconsciousness without the use of an amulet.” 
 
    I hadn’t even thought about that, I realise. What did they do to him? The word ‘hopeful’ rings in my ears. Fahr places a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “Once we get back to Stajahl, we should be able get the answers we need.” He glances over his shoulder. “Do you want to see him?” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, he reaches out and presses his palm against a door to my left. My gaze falls instantly on Dylan’s pale form, stark against the white sheets, with several tubes running into his mouth and out from under the covers. We walk over to him and I reach out to stroke his hair. He’s so cold. 
 
    “Even in this state,” Fahr teases, “I can see why you risked your life for him.” 
 
    I try to smile, but I can’t. I’m vaguely aware of Fahr leaving, his voice growing muffled as he talks to Kara and Tarin on the other side of the door.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whisper, running the backs of my fingers down the side of his face. “If I’d known…” 
 
    It’s still strange touching him again. So surreal. My mind still can’t make sense of the idea that he’s here, right in front of me. I wonder whether he has any idea where he is. Has he been unconscious since they took him? My head spins at the idea that he could wake up back home, feeling tired and weak but completely unaware that many lunar cycles of his life have passed in a different solar system.  
 
    Leaning forward, I touch my forehead to his, shivering against the chill of his skin. He doesn’t smell like Dylan. He smells cold and clinical. Waving a chair over from the wall, I sit down beside him. 
 
     Clasping his limp hand in mine, I rest my head against his chest, my voice a whisper. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    Crystal 
 
    Opening my eyes with a yawn, my heart sings as the shutters on my windows open, revealing the familiar three moons and warm, shining sunstar. We arrived back yesterday and there are still no words to describe how happy I am to be home. A blur of sleep and meetings, the rest of the journey home passed quickly.  
 
    When we disembarked, it was hard not to giggle at Cadya’s awestruck expression. Starlatten couldn’t be more different to Zarbilian if it tried. She politely turned down my offer to stay at the palace, choosing instead to be taken to the new settlement in Kemoor to await the arrival of her people and greet the surrendered soldiers. I understand. It’s the same choice I would make in her position. 
 
    Tarin has heard that the surrendered soldiers are helping to build the settlement, which can only be a good sign of things to come. The road ahead is going to be one paved with doubt, anger and mistrust, but I have faith in the people of Starlatten to move forward together; to make the right decision for the future. Of course, there is still the issue of Zenai to deal with, but for now, it can wait. 
 
    Within minutes of waking, I’m washed, dressed and on my way to medical. I only saw Dylan for a few minutes yesterday before I went to bed and I want to check in on him first thing. 
 
    Crystal? Jaik’s voice echoes in my mind.  
 
    Yes? 
 
    Just wondering if you wanted to train this morning. It’s been a while. 
 
    A pang of longing throbs momentarily in my chest as I recall the adrenaline-fuelled endorphin high of a good training session. Sorry. I’m on my way to medical. 
 
    After a pause so long, I think the conversation has ended, he replies. May I walk with you? 
 
    Sure. 
 
    Moments later, Jaik jogs to my side as I reach the main hall. I smile as he falls into step beside me. 
 
    “How’s he doing?” he asks. 
 
    “Good. Fahr says he’s making an excellent recovery so far.” 
 
    We reach the entrance to medical and Jaik stops, scratching at the corner of his mouth. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    I stare up at him in confusion. “When I visit him?” 
 
    “No.” Jaik shakes his head, his face pulling as he tries to put the words together. “I mean, what are you going to do with him when he’s recovered?” 
 
    I look at him, unblinking. Dylan’s always been unconscious. With everything that’s going on, I haven’t really thought about him being awake. Okay. No. That’s a lie. I’ve purposely pulled myself back from thinking too deeply about what will happen. It hurts too much to think about anything more than imagining showing him around Starlatten and there have definitely been more than a few times I’ve imagined his kiss … 
 
    “Crystal?” 
 
    My cheeks flush as Jaik pulls me back to reality and I realise I don’t really have an answer. “Why do you ask?” I question, although I’m not entirely sure I want to hear his response. 
 
    “Because,” he says, concern in his eyes, “it’s been well over an orbit since you last saw him. You only spent a week together on Earth. What do you think he’s been doing?” He pauses to give me time to consider this. “A lot can happen in one orbit, you know that. He might have a girlfriend. A wife even. It’s even possible he might have a child.” 
 
    My stomach somersaults and I feel physically sick as Jaik’s words hit home. Why haven’t I thought of this?  
 
    He reaches out and places his hands on my shoulders. “I’m not telling you what to do. I’m just saying, think carefully. The last thing I want is for you to get hurt.” 
 
    With that, he pulls me toward him and kisses me gently on the forehead before turning and walking back across the main hall, in the direction of the training rooms. 
 
    Watching him disappear, I slump against the wall, slowly unravelling. My mind spins at the thought of Dylan with someone else. Feeling embarrassed and foolish, I push away from the wall and resume my walk down the corridor towards his room.  
 
    “Woah.” Kara frowns as she approaches in the opposite direction. “What’s happened? Is there a problem with the Zarbilian?” 
 
    “No,” I say. “It’s something else. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I was up early for training,” she explains. “I wanted to see if you’d like to join me and figured you’d be here. But now, you have to tell me what’s happened to make your face look like that.” 
 
    Reaching out, I press a button on the side of the door to Dylan’s room. A large window appears in the wall and I press my forehead against it, staring at Dylan’s chest as it rises and falls. “What if he has a girlfriend, or a wife?” 
 
    Kara peers through the window before staring at me in confusion. “I’m sorry, you’re going to have to start from the beginning.” 
 
    “Fahr says he’s making a good recovery,” I explain. “Jaik asked me what I’m going to do when he’s well enough to wake. He says I need to consider the fact that his life may have changed in the past orbit. He might even be a father.” I choke on the words. 
 
    “I could kill that boy sometimes,” Kara grumbles, shaking her head. “Why don’t you just find out?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask, rolling my head against the glass to face her. 
 
    “Go through his memories,” she says. “Find out what he’s been up to. That way you’ll know without having to face him. You can always send him back to Earth without waking him first. He never has to know that he left.” 
 
    I stare at Kara, whose eyes are shining bright blue, clearly very pleased with her plan. “That’s a pretty big thing to do without consent,” I say, choosing my words carefully. Her smile starts to falter, and I wince. “I’ll talk to Fahr about it. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She grins. “Let me know how you get on.” 
 
    As Kara ambles off down the corridor, I open the door to Dylan’s room and take up the chair by his side. He’s definitely looking better. His skin is less pale, and his face is filling out, no longer just hollow skin and bone. Taking hold of his hand, I consider Kara’s words. Would Dylan mind me poking around in his head? To be fair, I realise, he’d never have to know. 
 
    “Ah! You’re here,” Fahr steps into the room, his face beaming.  
 
    “Yes.” I smile back, his happiness contagious. “How are you?” 
 
    “Forget me,” Fahr says. “It’s this young man we need to be talking about.” 
 
    I glance at Dylan. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve solved the puzzle,” Fahr explains, giddy with excitement. “I was performing checks on him last night after you left when the results of his blood tests were confirmed. It’s all very boring and complicated, but I’ve been able to reverse the effects. He’s just in mindsleep now. I can wake him if you want?” 
 
    Panic halts my breath and I stare at Dylan in confusion as a million possibilities ripple from Fahr’s words. I imagine him opening his eyes and seeing me, taking me into his arms and telling me how much he’s missed me. Then, the alternative floods my mind. He wakes up in panic and horror, furious at being away from his family. Telling me he’s fallen in love with someone else and he needs to get back as soon as possible. Embarrassment flushes my face and I look away. I wasn’t expecting this. I’m not ready. 
 
    “You don’t look as excited as I hoped you’d be,” Fahr says with a frown, his enthusiasm clearly dampened. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “What if he doesn’t want to be woken up?” I ask, my heart aching at the way his dark lashes brush his cheeks. He looks so peaceful. 
 
    Confusion clouds Fahr’s face as he looks between the two of us. “Why wouldn’t he want to be woken up?” 
 
    “It’s been more than an orbit since I left Earth,” I say. I mean to say more, but the words don’t come. Fahr reads the pain in my eyes and squeezes my shoulder.  
 
    “If you don’t wake him,” he asks, “what would you do? Send him back to Earth?” 
 
    I nod, swallowing the growing lump in my throat. “The Itticans shattered the Alayna treaty when they kidnapped him. We could sneak him back and he’d never need to know he’d left.” 
 
    Fahr blows out a long breath. “I don’t know what to suggest. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Kara suggested going through his memories,” I say, cringing a little at hearing the words out loud. “I’d be able to see what his life was like before he left. To see whether he would want to go back.” 
 
    “He’s always going to want to go back,” Fahr says, his arm slipping around my shoulder. “He has family and friends that he cares about. What he doesn’t have on Earth, is you.” 
 
    I groan and lean my head against Fahr’s chest. “Please tell me what to do.” 
 
    He chuckles. “I can’t do that. However, I can ask you this: will he be angrier that you went through his memories without asking first, or that you didn’t?” 
 
    It’s been so long since we were together. My memories of him are still so vibrant, but I know time has smoothed the details. Would he be angry at me? Possibly. Would he forgive me? I realise with a pang that if he doesn’t forgive me, it won’t matter because he’ll have chosen to go home. Besides, if I choose not to wake him, he never has to know. My heart begins to pound as I realise, I’ve reached my decision. 
 
    “I’m going to do it,” I whisper.  
 
    Fahr squeezes my shoulder before heading to the door. “I’ll come back and check on you in a little while.” 
 
    I wait until the doors shut, before taking a long, shaky breath and placing my hands on either side of Dylan’s head. Closing my eyes, I concentrate on the last time I looked into his eyes.  
 
    A flash of white light blinds me and as it clears, I watch as Dylan falls to his knees. Dylan. My Dylan, as I saw him last. Strong, handsome and full of life. Even though I’m watching from the outside, the pain I feel is all too real. The agony of being torn away from him burns fresh in my mind. When Linda, Sera, Eddie and Jordan gather around him, a strangled squeak escapes my lips. I miss them all so much. Dylan shrugs them away, asking for a moment alone and my vision blurs. Blinking the image clear again, I realise I’m crying. I reach out a hand toward him, even though I know I can’t touch him, comfort him as he covers his head with his arms, rocking with sobs, broken. I drop my hand back to my side and the image vanishes. 
 
    I’m in a room. Dylan lies on a bed, staring blankly at the ceiling while music blasts from a small white cube on a table nearby. Looking around in fascination, I realise this must be his bedroom. Large pictures adorn his walls, clothes hang on the backs of chairs and some sort of wooden contraption with strings stands in a corner next to another wooden object with four wheels attached to the bottom. A knock sounds on the door and as it opens, a woman pokes her head into his room. She eyes Dylan with concern before clearing her throat.  
 
    “Dylan? Are you coming downstairs? Katie hasn’t seen you for days. She misses her big brother.” 
 
    Biting my lip, I watch with a frown as Dylan continues to stare at the ceiling, ignoring the woman who is clearly his mother. When she steps into the room, I notice she has the exact same eyes. 
 
    “Fine.” His mother sighs. “If you won’t come downstairs, at least eat something, or tell me what’s wrong. I’m really worried about you.” 
 
    She reaches out to touch his arm, but he rolls over, his back to her. 
 
    After a few moments, she leaves, closing the door behind her. Mixed emotions swirl around me. Is this my fault? Did I break his family? Perhaps I should never have got so close to him. Maybe Jaik was right and starting a relationship had been selfish. We’d said, ‘for however long we have’, but now, I wonder if we’d been foolish. Before I can dwell any longer, the image fades, replaced by another. 
 
    Large delicate objects float down from a grey sky, coating everything with a sparkling layer of white. I catch my breath at the sight of it; it’s stunning. Looking around, I spot Dylan outside a row of houses, rolling the white matter into a large ball with a younger girl I realise must be his sister. Laughing with red cheeks and noses, they are wrapped up in large coats with brightly coloured garments on their heads and around their necks. I smile as I take in Dylan’s beautiful face, his light brown eyes sparkling with joy. He’s okay. I sigh in relief, but a small bubble of worry fights to the surface. I push it down as the memory fades to the next. 
 
    Another room this time. A lot larger, filled with other people sitting in rows, watching an adult talk in front of screens filled with writing. A classroom, I realise. Looking around with interest, I compare it to the classrooms of Starlatten. I’m standing behind Dylan. He’s not listening to his professor. Instead, he’s looking at something on a small device, I recall is called a mobile phone. Leaning forward I see it’s the picture of us all, the same as I have by my bedside. He’s enlarged it, so it’s just my face, smiling with my head tucked under his chin. Reaching his thumb across, he caresses the screen, oblivious to his surroundings. Looking closer still, I see the paper in front of him is covered in writing. It all appears to be the same word, over and over again. Even though I can’t read it, my heart tells me it’s my name.  
 
    Shouting breaks through the memory, jolting me backwards in surprise, the classroom instantly replaced by a room a little like the lounge at Sera’s house. Dylan’s mother is standing in front of Dylan, shouting and gesticulating with her hands. 
 
    “You can’t just throw your life away! You need to make a decision!” 
 
    “Stop pressuring me,” Dylan shouts back, his hands in his hair. 
 
    “I have to pressure you!” she snaps “You’ve already decided to turn your back on the bakery; on us.” 
 
    He steps back, his face twisted. “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “What’s not fair is you choosing to sit around as our family history goes down the plug hole! At this point, I just want you to do something. Anything! As long as it’s not moping around. University applications close next week.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go to university,” he says. 
 
    His mother flaps her arms at her side, but then she steps closer, her voice quietening. “I don’t know what happened to you last summer, but whatever it was, you can’t let it affect the rest of your life. Whether it’s university, an apprenticeship or something else entirely. Please, just decide.” 
 
    Dylan hangs his head and nods, allowing his mother to fold him into an embrace. 
 
    I blink and I’m back in Dylan’s room. Sitting at a computer, he stares intently at the screen. Cursing the amulet for not being able to translate the written word, I try to figure out what he’s reading by looking at the pictures. I stare fascinated, at poorly built dwellings surrounded by children wearing tattered clothes, their dark brown skin dusty. Frowning, my mind forms a million questions but finds no answers whatsoever.  
 
    Cheering breaks through the memory and I look around, finding myself somewhere vaguely familiar. The layout of the chairs and tables reminds me of the place we’d been on Zarbilian. A bar? Eddie, Jordan, Linda, Sera and Dylan are sitting around a table with brightly coloured paper strewn across its surface. Folded pieces of parchment with pictures on the front stand in the centre. 
 
    “We’re going to miss you mate.” Eddie grins. 
 
    Linda drapes an arm around his shoulder. “We’re so proud of you.” 
 
    “Too right,” Jordan says, lifting his glass. “Here’s to adventure!”  
 
    They all mirror Jordan’s action and repeat his last words. Dylan smiles amidst them, his cheeks flushed slightly with embarrassment as the rest of the room turns to look at them. Frustration builds as I wonder what in the stars is going on. 
 
    The memory fades and bright white sun causes me to cover my eyes. Have I returned to the first memory? Blinking, I realise I’m somewhere very different. Yellow sand stretches into the distance, with tall unfamiliar trees and patches of yellowed grass sticking up sporadically.  
 
    Turning my head to follow the sound of laughter, I find Dylan surrounded by a swarm of laughing children. Wearing a bright yellow shirt, his tanned skin and dark blond hair seem pale in comparison with the children climbing on him, pulling his hair. I realise with a sickening jolt, he’s wearing the shirt he was wearing in the cell on Zarbilian. I must be near the end of his memories. As he laughs and plays with the children, I look around, finding others wearing the same yellow shirt. Some are handing out parcels and water, while others appear to be performing medical checks on a queue of people. I begin to realise what I’m seeing.  
 
    Stepping closer, I smile fondly at Dylan. His skin is browner with a touch of pink on his nose from the hot sun, his hair blonder and longer. He looks gorgeous. When he looks up, his smile bright, it’s right at me. I gasp, eyes wide, before realising he’s not looking at me, but through me.  
 
    Reluctantly, I turn around to see a girl around the same age handing a ball to a group of small boys. Her black hair is cut short to her chin and she stares back at Dylan with large blue eyes, her smile wide. The crack in my heart is almost audible. My vision blurs with tears and the memory fades. 
 
    It’s night time. Above, the sky is lit with millions of stars. Looking up I gape in awe at the galaxy strewn over my head. A small sniff draws my attention downward and I realise Dylan is laid at my feet, his head resting on a bag as he stares up at the stars. One hand rests across his stomach and in the other he holds a small object, which he rubs slowly between his thumb and forefinger. Crouching at his side, I squint in the darkness to see what it is. My breath catches as I realise it’s his half of the strip of photos we took in the photo box. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    Dylan’s whisper causes me to jolt in surprise, forgetting for a moment that this is the past and I’m not really here. I recoil at a bright white flash, preparing for a change of memory, but the flash fades and I’m still here. Dylan, however, is no longer alone. Standing beside him, two shadowy figures have appeared.  
 
    Having covered his eyes at the flash, Dylan sits up scuffling back in the sand in an attempt to distance himself. Advancing quickly, one of the figures lunges for him, pinning him to the ground. I watch in silent horror as the other injects a red liquid into his neck. Dylan stops struggling, his body limp in the figure’s arms as another flash of bright white light blinds me again. 
 
    Breathing heavily, I drop my hands to my side. It takes me a moment to orientate myself, realising that I’m back at Dylan’s bedside. Back on Starlatten. I stand up and shake my hands as I walk to the corner of the room, inhaling and exhaling in an attempt to try and lower my heart rate and process everything I’ve seen. Two facts scream over everything else. He misses me. He loves me. 
 
    Returning to his bedside, I pick up his hand and bring it to my lips. My heart aches with indecision as I watch his chest rise and fall. If I wake him, I know he’ll be happy, but for how long? Will he want to stay? If I return him to Earth, I know he’ll forget about me eventually. My mind flickers to the girl in the memory. Perhaps she’s the one he’s meant to be with. If I wake him, will I be ruining their story?  
 
    Common sense tells me, in a voice that sounds a lot like Jaik’s, to leave him asleep and return him to Earth, where he belongs. Exhaling, I close my eyes, my chest aching at the thought. It’s the sensible choice. I frown as another familiar voice echoes in my mind, telling me to stop being ridiculous and wake him up. Opening my eyes, I try to place the voice. It’s not my own, Tarin’s or Kara’s, or even Fahr’s. With a smile, I realise, and laugh out loud. Being in Dylan’s memories has brought his essence back to me. It’s his voice I can hear so clearly in my mind. Don’t you dare take this choice away from me. Wake me up and let me make up my own mind. It’s so clear, my heart could burst. 
 
    “Have you decided?” 
 
    I spin around, my face streaked with tears as Fahr stands in the doorway. He looks at me confused, trying to determine whether my tears are happy or sad. 
 
    “Yes,” I say.  
 
    He steps into the room, closing the door behind him. “Are you okay?”  
 
    “I’m happy.” I sniff and wipe my tears on the sleeve of my robe. “I’m happy because he told me what he wanted.” 
 
    Fahr looks at Dylan’s unconscious form before returning his gaze to me. “He what?” 
 
    “Not literally.” I laugh. “His memories just helped me realise what he would say if he was awake.” 
 
    Fahr shakes his head in bemusement, his eyes flitting back to Dylan. “So, what are we doing? Leaving him, or waking him up?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, my limbs trembling, I exhale as my mind frantically weighs and reweighs the options for the final time. “Wake him up.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    Dylan 
 
    Clawing, grasping in the darkness, I crawl toward a small light in the distance, fighting through the exhaustion that pulls me backwards. With every inch closer to the light, every muscle, every tendon screams as though I’ve completed a marathon, only to be beaten and kicked half to death at the finish line.  
 
    Muffled voices echo down through the darkness toward me. I try to call out, but my voice is a croak, my throat swollen and painful. Dragging my mind through the thick sludge, the light draws closer, spurring me on. A steady white light, it’s definitely not the sun. Where am I? 
 
    As I grow closer still, it’s as if my ears pop, making the sounds around me clearer. A faint humming, like a machine and… breathing? My heart quickens. Who’s here with me? The memory of how I ended up here in the dark escapes me, dancing around the corners of my mind, just out of sight, leaving me disoriented and confused. So close now, to that light. I reach out a hand, squinting in the sudden brightness. With a final blink, the light explodes into clarity and I see her face. 
 
    A fresh wave of confusion sweeps over me as I blink again. Crystal smiles down at me, her brown eyes filled with concern and her long curls spiralling forward onto my chest. A dream. Disappointment mingles with my bewilderment as I look up at the face I study longingly every day. My head pounds and I swallow painfully as I realise she looks different from my pictures. A little older perhaps? I marvel at the clarity of the dream. It’s almost like I can reach out and touch her.  
 
    I try and turn my head in an attempt to see where I am, but I can’t summon the strength. It looks like some sort of super white medical room. Scouring every available visible inch within my vision in this bizarre dream, I make out a white double door with a large window to the right of it. A figure draws my attention and I frown to focus. Those green eyes. Jaik? I blink in surprise. What’s he doing in my dream? Even as I watch, he stares at me, his jaw clenched, before walking away. He was always moody.  
 
    “Hey, you.” 
 
    Crystal’s voice washes over me and my heart soars. Turning my gaze back to her, she reaches out and strokes the side of my face. I close my eyes for a second, savouring her touch, before opening them again in case the action makes her disappear. I hope I remember this dream when I wake up. If only everything didn’t hurt so much.  
 
    “Don’t try to talk,” she says softly. “It will take your body a while to fully wake up. Are you in pain?” 
 
    I try to process her words. What does she mean ‘fully wake up’? I consider her question. Am I in pain? Is exhaustion pain? I could do without this aching. As she takes hold of my hand, I decide I don’t really care if I’m in pain or not. 
 
    She smiles down at me and I realise she’s nervous. I note the dampness on her cheeks. “You’ve been unconscious for a really long time,” she explains. “Just try and rest. I’ll be here when you wake up.” 
 
    Wake up? I’m not awake now. Even as I frown at her words, I realise my blinks are getting longer and heavier. Panicked, I try to fight against the darkness in a desperate attempt to hold onto the dream. I blink again and fall back into darkness.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Prising open my eyes, I blink in the white light. I yawn and try to stretch, but a weight lies heavy on my chest. Fully awake, I look down to find a mass of dark and golden curls. It can’t be.  
 
    My heart starts to hammer in panic as I look around, recognising the medical room from my dream. What’s going on? I’m still dreaming. This is a weird dream within a dream. Crystal sits up, blinking, a small line marking her cheek from where she’s been lying on my sheet. I stare at her, my head spinning as I try to sit up. 
 
    “Don’t panic,” she soothes, her hand on my chest. “You’re safe. I’m here.” 
 
    “Where?” I manage to rasp, my throat tight and sore. 
 
    She studies my face, drawing her bottom lip under her teeth. “You’re on Starlatten,” she says. 
 
    My brain aches as I try to make sense of what she’s saying. This is the weirdest dream I’ve ever had. 
 
    “I’ve missed you so much,” she says, her eyes glittering with tears. “I’m so sorry it happened this way.” 
 
    Somewhere, deep within me, alarm bells sound. This doesn’t feel like a dream. But it has to be. Right? 
 
    “Dream?” I choke out. 
 
    Crystal shakes her head, a small smile on her lips. “No. This is very real.” 
 
    I look at her properly, as if seeing her for the first time. She’s wearing a deep purple outfit that looks a little like something someone might wear for martial arts, her amulet gleaming brightly against her light brown skin. Can this actually be true? My heart pounds against my chest as my mind searches frantically for an explanation. 
 
    Crystal leans forward and rubs a thumb over my cheek, her hair forming a curtain around us. A tear escapes, running down her face and I reach up and wipe it away, the movement surprising us both. Keeping my hand raised, I stroke her cheek, my fingers brushing her curls. She’s really here. Still unable to fully believe it, I pull her towards me, and as I press my lips against hers, my heart explodes.  
 
    Pulling back, I study her face again, still unable to believe she’s really here with me. She rests her forehead against mine, closing her eyes and I inhale her warmth, savouring the touch of her skin against mine. I tip my head, finding her lips again and my chest aches at their touch.  
 
    When I pull away to look at her again, Crystal giggles and sits up. “I promise, this is real.” When I try to sit up to reach her, she gently pushes me back down, handing me a cup of water. “You need to take it easy.” 
 
    Gratefully taking a sip, I swallow and clear my throat. “What happened?” I wince. 
 
    “Do you remember the Zarbilian rebels who blew up my ship?” she asks, and I nod. “They found out about you from one of the Dyja who collected me from Earth. They kidnapped you.” 
 
    I take another sip of water. “Abducted by aliens?” I wheeze. 
 
    Crystal frowns, my bemusement lost on her. “Yes,” she says, her eyes clouding. “They thought they could use you to convince me to surrender Starlatten.” 
 
    My face falls, my skin prickling. “What?” 
 
    “They thought you’d be my weakness,” she explains, playing with the edge of my sheet. “So, they kidnapped you and used you to lure me out.” 
 
    Reaching for her hand, I search her face trying to make sense of what I’m hearing. “How, here?” I croak. 
 
    “We rescued you.” She smiles but sadness remains in her eyes. 
 
    I lean back against the pillow, my mind spinning. “Thank you,” I manage. 
 
    “They were right,” Crystal says, reaching out to brush the hair from my face. “You are my weakness. I could never let anything happen to you.” 
 
    Her eyes fill with fresh tears and I reach for her face, my eyes questioning. “What?” 
 
    “I just can’t believe you’re really here,” she says, her voice thick with emotion. “Never in a million orbits did I imagine…”  
 
    I reach out my other hand and pull her to my chest, stroking her hair. “I know.” 
 
    “There’s so much to tell you,” she whispers. 
 
    I nod, leaning back and closing my eyes. And I have so many questions. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    Crystal 
 
    When I arrive in medical, Dylan is sitting up, a bowl in his hand. Pausing at the doorway, I watch as he sniffs at the liquid on his spoon before taking a sip. Warmth spreads across my chest as I smile. He’s here. He’s actually here. But for how long? I push the thought away as soon as it appears. He’s here. 
 
    “Stop watching me eat. It’s weird.” 
 
    I laugh and step into the room, perching on the end of his bed. “Your voice is getting better,” I say, suddenly unsure what to do with my hands. 
 
    Dylan winces as he swallows another spoonful. “Getting there. It’s easier to talk than eat. Fahr says it’s a mix of not talking for so long and from having tubes down my throat.” He shudders and gestures to the bowl. “What is this?” 
 
    I lean forward to inspect his bowl. “Vegetable broth?” 
 
    “Vegetable?” he repeats. “It’s blue.” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, my eyebrows raised, “because most vegetables are blue.” 
 
    Dylan stares at the bowl with a frown. “Of course they are.” Placing the broth down on a shelf beside the bed, he reaches for my hands. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey,” I reply. Yesterday, with the emotions of his memories and finally waking him, it felt like picking up where we left off. Now, more than an orbit’s worth of information sits between us like a meteor. 
 
    “This feels weird, huh?” Dylan says, his eyes searching as he laces his fingers through mine. 
 
    I nod. “There’s just so much… stuff.” 
 
    “You look different,” he says. “In a good way.” 
 
    I smile. “You too.” 
 
    Dylan laughs. “I can imagine it’s not in a good way after being unconscious for… I don’t even know how long it was?” 
 
    Squeezing his hands, I want to tell him so much, but I know it will do more harm than good. I want to tell him how the sight of him chained up in that cell shredded my heart to pieces. How I still sleep with his sweatshirt every night. How I haven’t stopped thinking about him since I left. 
 
    “I missed you,” he says as if sensing the unspoken words between us. 
 
    “I know.” The words slip from my lips before I can stop them, and Dylan raises his eyebrows in response. “Sorry,” I say, my cheeks burning. “When you were well enough to be woken, I wasn’t sure if it would be for the best.” 
 
    Dylan shifts, sitting up straighter. “What do you mean? Why wouldn’t you wake me?” 
 
    “It’s been a long time,” I explain, unable to meet his eyes. “I thought you might have found someone else. I needed to know if you had someone who was missing you. A girlfriend, a wife… a child.” 
 
    Dylan snorts. “Excuse me?” 
 
    My blush deepens. “I wanted to make sure I was doing the right thing. The option was there to send you back to Earth without waking you. I needed to know.” 
 
    “So, you what? Went through my memories?” he asks. 
 
    I can’t tell if he’s annoyed or not and I still can’t bring myself to meet his eyes. “Yes.” 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    “I saw your life. I saw you arguing with your mother, playing with your sister, sitting in class, celebrating with Linda and everyone. I saw you in that sandy place with the children.” 
 
    “You saw what a mess I was after you left then?” he says softly. 
 
    I swallow the lump in my throat and nod.  
 
    “Is that what made you decide to wake me up?” he asks. “Seeing that I missed you so much?” 
 
    “No,” I admit. “I knew I could send you back and you’d be okay. I could see you were getting there.” 
 
    “Why then?” he presses. His fingers have stilled on mine. 
 
    “Because,” I force myself to look at him and my heart contracts at the serious expression on his beautiful face. “I knew you would be annoyed if I took the choice away from you.” 
 
    Dylan stares at me, his eyes fixed on mine before his lips curl into a small smile. “Annoyed?” he says. “I would have been furious.” He lifts a hand to cup my face and I close my eyes as I lean into it. “You did the right thing, Crystal. I’m glad you woke me.” 
 
    Relief floods through me as I exhale. “You can take as much time as you need.” 
 
    “For what?” he asks, tracing a thumb across my cheek. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I take hold of his hand and kiss his palm before gently pushing it back down to the bed. “To make your decision.” 
 
    Dylan’s eyes narrow in confusion for the smallest of moments, before widening in realisation. “I –.” 
 
    “No,” I interrupt gently. “It’s an enormous decision. Take your time. Get well. We have time.” 
 
    Dylan stares at me with such intensity, I can feel my heart vibrating beneath my amulet. His eyes never leaving mine, he sits forward and takes my face in his hands. Pulling me to him, he presses his lips against my forehead. Then each cheek. Then my nose. I can barely breath, my heart in chaos, as he leans forward again and kisses me with such tenderness it makes my very core ache. 
 
    Cursing the tears that prick behind my lids, I part my lips and reach for him, pulling him to me. As our kiss deepens, my lips tell him of the nights I’ve lain awake thinking of him. My fingers move down his chest and up his back, telling of the pain and longing I’ve endured. My tongue caresses his with the promise of everything I am and everything I’m prepared to give. 
 
    Dylan groans as he pulls me closer and I shatter. I’m a dying sunstar imploding into a black hole and I’ll never stop falling. 
 
    Even with my eyes closed, I sense the lights in the room begin to flash. Pulling apart, breathing hard, I look around in panic. What’s going on? In answer, the doors slide open and Fahr rushes in, his dark eyes wide as two other medics follow behind him.  
 
    As he takes in the dishevelled sight of us, he stops in his tracks, his mouth falling open, his tan cheeks flushing mauve. “Oh,” he says. “Your Majesty. I didn’t realise.” 
 
    I’m so disoriented, it takes me a moment to realise the reason behind his formality. The two medics behind, glance at each other awkwardly until Fahr turns and tells them they can go. 
 
    As the door closes behind them, Fahr leans against the wall, his arms folded. “You do realise what just happened, don’t you?” 
 
    I turn and look at Dylan, his shaggy hair a mess and his thin white medical robe practically off one shoulder. My heart stills and I glance down, realising in horror that my own robes are askew. 
 
    “Dylan’s heart rate hit worrying highs,” Fahr explains, barely able to contain his grin. “I thought something had happened to him.” 
 
    “Oh,” I manage, cold humiliation settling over me as I straighten my robes and pat my curls to inspect the mess I suspect they’re in.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re feeling better, Dylan,” Fahr says, glancing at the medipad in his hands. “I was going to run some tests to see if you were ready for some physical rehabilitation, but I think you’ve answered that question for me.” 
 
    Picking up a spare pillow from Dylan’s bed, I throw it at Fahr, who steps deftly out of the way with a cackle. “Perhaps hold off a little until you’re completely cleared,” Fahr says. “I’m being serious,” he adds as Dylan grins at me. “You’re recovering with unprecedented speed, but it’s still a delicate process.” 
 
    “Okay,” Dylan says. “Sorry.” 
 
    Fahr freezes, his eyes going blank as he stares at the wall behind us. 
 
    “Is he okay?” Dylan asks, frowning.  
 
    I nod, smoothing his hair and fixing his robe. “Someone’s talking to him.” 
 
    “I almost forgot.” Dylan reaches out and touches a finger to my amulet. “Yours looks a lot brighter than it did on Earth.” 
 
    Glancing down at it, I realise he’s right. “I think it’s because I’m using it more. The more you bond with it, the brighter it gets.” 
 
    “That was Tarin,” Fahr explains, blinking. “He wants to know if they can come and meet Dylan.” 
 
    “My friends,” I explain, turning to look at him.  
 
    “If you’re not ready,” Fahr adds with a smile, “I’ll tell them they’re not allowed for medical reasons.” 
 
    Dylan thinks for a moment before nodding decisively. “Tell them it’s okay,” he says.  
 
    As Fahr’s eyes glaze once more, I whisper, “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” he says, squeezing my hand. “If these are the people who have been looking after you, I want to meet them.” 
 
    There’s barely time to warn him before they appear at the door. I decide Tarin must have asked permission when they were already practically outside. Loitering nervously, they let Fahr leave before peering inside. I laugh, waving them inside. 
 
    Kara bounds forward first, her blue eyes gleaming as she throws her arms around me from behind, resting her chin on my shoulder. “Hi Dylan,” she says. “It’s nice to finally meet you. I’m Askara, but you can call me Kara.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Kara,” Dylan says, his smile warm. 
 
    “I’m Tarin. Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Dylan’s eyes widen as he cranes his neck to take in the Tarin’s tall, broad, smiling mass. “Hey, Tarin,” he says. “The pleasure’s mine.” 
 
    “No introductions needed here,” Jaik says stepping forward. He reaches out a hand and he and Dylan perform some sort of strange manoeuvre with their fingers.  
 
    “Hey, man,” Dylan grins. “Good to see you.” 
 
    “Good to see you’re alive,” Jaik says, his eyebrows raised. “That’s the second time I’ve had to haul your unconscious body to safety.” 
 
    “I think you’ll find I did the hauling,” Tarin corrects. 
 
    Dylan’s eyes widen and I shoot Jaik a warning look.  
 
    “Sorry,” Jaik apologises. “There’s a lot to catch up on.” 
 
    “So it seems,” Dylan says, his eyes finding mine. 
 
    I give him an apologetic smile. “I’ll tell you everything you want to know, I promise. Just remember what Fahr said. You need to take it easy.” 
 
    Dylan nods and yawns. “Sorry,” he apologises. “It’s honestly not you guys.” 
 
    “Rest,” I say. “There’ll be plenty of time to catch up later.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    Jaik 
 
    “Lunar cycles are months,” I explain as Dylan frowns. “Don’t worry, it took me ages to adjust and I grew up here. 
 
    “So, days and nights and everything works the same?” he asks. “Even with the three moons?” 
 
    Kara laughs. “Yes, even with the three moons.” 
 
    “Eighteen hours in a day, four hundred and fifty-six days in a year,” I add.  
 
    “Okay.” Dylan rubs his temples. “Wait. So how old does that make you, Crystal?” 
 
    “I’m fourteen orbits,” she says. “Why?” 
 
    “What?” Dylan balks. 
 
    “Yep. And I’m fifteen orbits. You’re somewhere in between. Don’t think about it too much,” I say, lounging back in the chair. “Just roll with it.” 
 
    “Eww,” Kara groans, wrinkling her nose. “Ever since Dylan woke up, your weird Earth sayings have got worse.” 
 
    I throw a cushion at her and she squeals in protest.  
 
    “Come on,” Crystal pleads. “This is actually supposed to be a meeting. I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Sitting forward, I shoot her an apologetic glance, deflecting the cushion Kara sends my way without lifting a finger. “Go on.” 
 
    “Risiki and Dulesh,” Crystal says, her voice weary.  
 
    My jaw tightens. “What have they done now?”  
 
    “It’s more what they’re not doing,” she says. “I created the royal council because I trust you and value your guidance. Now the war is over, I need to give you proper, formal, roles.” 
 
    “Roles?” I repeat. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been working with Risiki and the ambassadors to come up with a list of fair consequences for the crimes committed by the Zarbilian. With that and the other duties that come with running a planet, I need help making sure that our vision for Starlatten is in safe hands.” 
 
    Guilt kicks me in the gut as I take in her worried expression. I hadn’t realised she was struggling. If I’d known… “What do you need?” I ask. 
 
    “I need someone to work with Ambassador Dulesh, to sort through the list of exiles and organise them,” Crystal says. “He says he has people working on it, but I just don’t trust him. If I leave him to it, it might take orbits. I want to give the Zarbilian people answers before the end of this lunar cycle.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Kara offers. “No problem.” 
 
    Crystal gives her a grateful smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “What else?” I ask. “What can I do?” 
 
    “I need someone to help oversee the settlement on Zemoor.” She pauses, watching my reaction. “By all accounts, Cadya is doing a brilliant job, but I’d feel a lot better knowing that someone I trust is there.” 
 
    Words escape me as the reality of what she’s asking settles in my mind. Sitting back, I look around the calm white and blue of our usual meeting room trying to decide how I feel.  
 
    “I know it’s a big ask,” she continues. “Working with Cadya after what her brother did…” She stands and walks over to me, crouching at my feet. Placing her hands on my knees, she angles her face, so I have no choice but to look at her. “You always say how you know me better than I know myself. If anyone can help shape the Kemoor settlement into the vision we have for it, it’s you. You wouldn’t have to move there, it’s close enough to reach by landcraft and you wouldn’t even have to go every day. If you really don’t want to though, I’ll –”  
 
    “I’ll do it,” I say, smiling at her worried expression. “It would be an honour.” 
 
    Relief floods her face as she takes my hands and squeezes. “Thank you.” 
 
    I smile and she stands, returning to her seat beside Dylan.  
 
    “When do we start?” I ask.  
 
    “As soon as possible,” Crystal says. “When we have the list of exiles, we can start with the trials.” 
 
    “Have you heard from Tarin?” Kara asks.  
 
    Crystal’s face falls slightly at the mention of his name. Now she’s not in constant danger, he asked if he could return to his Dyja duties. I guess growing up as part of such a close-knit unit, it was hard on him to be so singled out. 
 
    “He’s really happy. In fact,” she says, looking at me, “he’s been dispatched to survey the damage in Galeania.” 
 
    My heart skips a beat at the mention of my old home. There’s still no word on my father and if I’m honest, I’ve given up hope. I look away from her gaze. 
 
    “Do you really think we’ll be ready for the trials by the end of the lunar cycle?” Kara asks.  
 
    Crystal sinks back in her seat, her face weary. Dylan reaches over, rubbing her back, his face filled with concern. “We have to be,” she says. “Right now, we have over one thousand Zarbilian settling in Kemoor and although most of the people whose actions were responsible for their exile have turned themselves in, I know it’s not everyone.  
 
    “They’re getting restless and I don’t blame them. If I was waiting for other people to decide my fate, I’d be restless too. We need to deal with this before things start to go wrong.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Kara says. “I’ll meet with Dulesh today and I’ll make sure things speed up. You can count on us.” 
 
    Crystal’s smile is weary and when Dylan pulls her to him, her head lolls against his chest. 
 
    “What else?” I ask. 
 
    She looks at me, eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There’s more, I can tell,” I say simply, folding my arms. 
 
    With a groan, she shakes her head and pulls her feet up under her. “It’s nothing really. I just hate referring to what we’re doing as trials.” 
 
    “How so?” I ask. “That’s what they are.” 
 
    “Some people were exiled for having more than one child, Jaik,” she reminds me. “They shouldn’t need to be put on trial.” 
 
    “What?” Dylan jumps in. “Exiled for having more than one child?” 
 
    “Excessive procreation,” Kara says, drawing out the syllables with a grin. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Dylan says, shaking his head. 
 
    “Exactly,” Crystal says. “A lot of people’s ‘crimes’ aren’t something they should be trialled for. The word trial implies a crime.” 
 
    “So, call it something else,” I say. 
 
    Crystal narrows her eyes at me. “Oh. Thank you. I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “What about the Re-evaluations?” Kara suggests. 
 
    I shake my head. “That’s awful.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jaik,” Kara huffs. “Where’s your suggestion?” 
 
    I rest my arms behind my head as I mull it over. “Okay. The Retributions.” 
 
    Crystal’s mouth hangs open. “Are you serious? Do you even know what that means?” 
 
    Kara snorts with laughter. 
 
    “What about the Considerations?” Dylan suggests. 
 
    “Ooh!” Kara breathes. “I like it!” 
 
    Crystal sits up and looks at him, her eyes bright. “I love it!” 
 
    “Meh,” I grunt. “It’s alright.” 
 
    “Retributions, Jaik,” Kara says, her face deadpan. “You came up with retributions.” 
 
    “Well!” I say, slapping my hands down on the side of the chair. “If that’s everything, Your Majesty, I’m going to go and see about scheduling a landcraft to Kemoor for tomorrow morning.” 
 
    As I stand, Crystal follows. “Let me walk you out,” she says. 
 
    “What’s up?” I ask as the doors hiss shut behind us. 
 
    “Are you really okay with going?” she asks. “I was hoping Kara would take the other job, because I really wanted you to take this one.” 
 
    “Trying to get rid of me?” I joke, even though there’s a little part of me that wonders if it’s true.  
 
    She stares up at me aghast. “No! Please don’t tell me you think that?” 
 
    “Of course not.” I open my arms and she steps forward, resting her head against my chest. “I’m sorry I didn’t realise how much you had going on.” 
 
    Crystal lets out a low groan against my chest. “I sometimes wonder if Risiki is punishing me for bringing the Zarbilian back. Ever since we returned, he’s decided to involve me in every single decision.” 
 
    I rest my chin on her head. “I thought that’s what you wanted?” 
 
    “I do.” She sighs. “I just didn’t know how many decisions there were.” 
 
    “It’ll be easier when the Considerations are over with,” I say. “Damn it, it does sound good.” 
 
    Crystal laughs against my chest and I smile. “Thank you,” she says.  
 
    Stepping out of the embrace, I look at her and shake my head. “You never have to thank me for being there. Any time you need me, just ask. Even if,” I add with a wink, “I’m abandoned out in the wild grasslands of Kemoor, I’ll be back in a flash.” 
 
    Crystal half-heartedly thumps me in the chest, and I raise my hands in protest. 
 
    “I’ll check in with you when I’ve got more news,” I say, backing away down the corridor.  
 
    “Make sure you do.” She smiles as the doors to our room open again and disappears. 
 
    As I make my way to the transport rooms, I try to sort through my emotions. I’m actually quite excited by the idea of going to Kemoor, and being put in charge of such a big project is a huge honour. I haven’t had a chance to talk to Crystal about it with everything that’s going on, but I think I’ve decided what I want to do. When I have enough credentials, I’d like to be a Commander. Of course, eventually Commander in Chief. The past few months have given me a taste of being the queen’s second in command and now I want to officially put my hands on that ladder.  
 
    On the other hand, spending large amounts of time with Cadya makes my blood run cold. She’s been very understanding of how we feel about Cadicus, but if she finds out I’m the one who actually killed her brother… I shudder as I turn the corner. I just don’t want to be the one who puts the delicate balance we have with the Zarbilian in jeopardy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    Dylan 
 
    “Are you sure you want to watch?” Crystal asks me for the hundredth time as she fiddles with her hair in the mirror. 
 
    “Yes,” I insist, taking her hands away and pulling her around to face me. “Unless you’ve changed your mind and you don’t want me to?” 
 
    “I think I’d like knowing you’re there.” She smiles. “It’s just, it’s your first day being cleared by medical. Surely there’s something more exciting you’d like to do than watch the first day of the Considerations.” 
 
    “Everyone I know is going to be watching or taking part.” I smile. “Besides, this is history in the making. I want to be there for you.” 
 
    “If you’re sure?”  
 
    Placing a finger under her chin, I tip her face to mine and kiss her gently in reply. “You look gorgeous, by the way.” 
 
    “So do you.” She smiles, running a hand down the front of my dark blue two-piece robes. 
 
    Turning to the mirror once more, Crystal pats down her long, deep purple robes. There’s something in the material that makes it catch the light a little, reminding me of a galaxy. “It feels strange wearing the traditional robes after so long,” she says. “It’s going to feel even stranger wearing that.”  
 
    I follow her gaze to the crown that rests next to the mirror. Copper coloured twists which mirror the setting of her amulet wrap around small blue and red stones with three large purple gems at the front. Crystal explained that a ruler’s crown is set with stones to match their amulet. She bent the rules a little and had her parent’s colours included in her crown.  
 
    “Allow me?” I ask and Crystal nods.  
 
    She trembles in front of me as I lift the crown, and watching her reflection, I place it carefully down on her curls. As she meets my gaze, I pull back her hair and graze my lips against her neck. 
 
    “You take my breath away, Your Majesty,” I murmur, trailing kisses down to her shoulder.  
 
    When she sighs, closing her eyes, my breath catches in my throat. My hands on her waist, I turn her to face me, filled with a desperation to touch her. Crystal puts her hands on my chest, a knowing gleam in her eye.  
 
    “Just because you’ve been cleared by medical, does not mean I can be late to the Considerations,” she says. Rising up on her toes, she nudges my face with her nose before brushing her lips against mine. “Not that it’s not tempting.” 
 
    She steps away and I groan. “Fine. How long does this thing last?” I ask. 
 
    Crystal laughs. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want to know the answers to. Are you ready to go?” 
 
    Glancing quickly in the mirror, I push my hair into place. I had it cut yesterday and I’m beginning to feel like me again. As we leave her room, two Dyja fall into step behind us.  
 
    “How’s the training going?” she asks, taking my hand. 
 
    Just the mention of it makes my muscles twinge. “Master Tomu says it’s going okay. I feel stronger, or at least I will when my body forgives me.” 
 
    A few days ago, I arrived for my training session to find Crystal and Jaik sparring. I watched in awe as they spun and kicked, sometimes hovering in the air like one of those kung-fu movies. They moved with such strength and grace; it was like a carefully executed dance.  
 
    “Right.” Crystal’s voice breaks through my train of thought and I realise we’ve reached a large set of doors in a purple so dark they almost look black. “This is where I have to leave you, I’m afraid. Dyja Sella will escort you to the viewing section.” 
 
    Squeezing her hands, I lean forward and kiss her cheek. “Good luck.” 
 
    The room is huge. Two tiers of seating line the sides of the room like a theatre, with rows of people sitting in chairs between them facing a raised platform. On the platform is a throne made of twisting metals and sparkling jewels with three chairs on either side and a long glass table in front of them. Jaik, Kara and someone I don’t recognise are sitting to the right of the chair. Commander Risiki and Ambassador Dulesh sit to the left with someone else I haven’t been introduced to yet. 
 
    Although the room is full to bursting, there’s a lot less noise than I expected. Looking around, I realise that although a lot of people are talking in low voices, most are nodding and gesticulating without moving their lips.  
 
    A hush falls as everyone stands before sinking to one knee, their right arm raised with fingers splayed. Crystal prepared me for it, but it still takes me by surprise as I follow the movement a split second later. From where I’m kneeling, I watch as the doors open and two enormous Dyja escort Crystal down the room toward the throne. My stomach somersaults as I watch her step up onto the platform, her robes twinkling in the light. I always knew she was royalty but seeing it—really seeing it—makes my head spin. Hundreds of people all on their knees, for her. Beside her, Jaik looks up and gives her a grin. Through some mysterious signal—possibly amulet? —everyone takes their seats, even though Crystal still stands.  
 
    “Welcome everyone,” she says, her voice ringing clear across the room. ‘Thank you for joining us for this historic moment, the first day of Considerations. My Ambassadors and Royal Council have worked tirelessly with Commander Kain and her advisors to create a fair system for Starlatten moving forward. Each case will be looked at individually to ensure the most just outcome.”  
 
    Crystal takes her seat and Commander Risiki gets to his feet. “We are starting today’s Considerations, with our most serious case. The man responsible for the deaths of thousands of Starlatten men, women and children and Zarbilian soldiers: Addan Danikai.” 
 
    My blood runs cold and I look to Crystal. She didn’t mention they’d be addressing his case first. Her face is unreadable as the doors open and four Dyja step forward, a tall thin figure between them. I lean forward, attempting to see the man responsible for my kidnapping as my fists clench on my lap. Perhaps this is why Crystal didn’t say anything.  
 
    Tall and gangly, his skin seems to glow white under the lights. Long black hair, the colour of his simple robes, hangs limp down his back and a strange mask sits over the top of his face protecting the sensitive black eyes I’ve been told about. I’m a little disappointed at not being able to see his face in full.  
 
    As he reaches the front of the room, the Dyja stand behind him, almost blocking him from my view.  
 
    “Addan Danikai of Ittica,” Crystal announces. “You are responsible for the assassination of the King and Queen of Starlatten, the murder of thousands on board the Galastasia and the deaths of those caused when you declared war on our planet. You are also responsible for the deaths of Second Commander Lutek, Dyja Lahlo as well as conspiracy to overthrow the Starlatten government and the breaking of the Alayna Treaty.”  
 
    My ears prick up at the familiar term and I realise with a jolt, Crystal’s talking about me. By kidnapping me, Danikai broke the treaty forbidding interaction with primitive planets, like Earth. His list of crimes has me reeling and my heart aches for Crystal. I want to wring this man’s neck for what he did to me, but he’s also responsible for the death of Crystal’s parents. I can’t even imagine what she’s feeling right now. 
 
    Crystal stares down at him, her face a mask. “Do you have anything to say?” 
 
    The room is filled with such intense silence, I hardly dare to breathe.  
 
    “I gladly accept responsibility for it all, Your Majesty,” he replies, his high, nasal voice scraping at something painful in the back of my mind. “And I will be responsible for more.” 
 
    Gasps rise up from around the room and I notice Jaik, moving to rise from his seat. Crystal puts out a hand, placing it on his and he sinks back down. She never takes her eyes off Danikai. 
 
    “Due to the nature of your crimes, I put forth that you suffer the highest consequence. I ask the council if they agree.”  
 
    All six people to her sides raise their hands in the Starlatten salute and Crystal nods. “Addan Danikai of Ittica, you are sentenced to life imprisonment. Please take him away.” 
 
    Sweeping forward, the Dyja scoop him up and escort him back out of the room. Halfway out, he turns and looks over his shoulder, emitting a cruel laugh that sends shards of ice down my spine.  
 
    Turning back to Crystal, I can’t help but wish I had an amulet so I could reach out and see if she’s okay. As if moved by my will power alone, she turns her head and scans my row until her eyes find my face. At a loss of how to offer comfort, I smile and nod. She returns the gesture before glancing at some sort of tablet in front of her and beginning the next case.  
 
      
 
    Having no watch, or any idea of how time is measured on this planet, I don’t know how long the Considerations go on for, but it must be at least four hours. By the end of it, the room is emptier, as some families leave after their case is decided. Crystal looks exhausted, her voice a fraction of the strength it was at the beginning. I’m glad she has Jaik and Kara up there with her.  
 
    As Crystal completes her closing speech, Dyja step forward to escort her from the room as the remaining crowd dip to their knee once more. I watch her glide from the room, her shoulders back and her head high, but the emotional toll of the day shows through on her face. A hand lands on my shoulder and I turn to see Dyja Sella behind me. With a grateful smile, I get to my feet and follow him out of the room, eager to fold Crystal into my arms and tell her just how proud and in awe of her I am.  
 
    The corridor is busy with people chatting about the Considerations, so it takes me a second to realise that the man standing in my way is doing it on purpose. Stepping back, I blink in surprise to find Ambassador Dulesh peering at me with his unusual violet eyes.  
 
    “I just need a minute with this young man,” Dulesh says to Dyja Sella. “I’ll escort him the rest of the way to the queen.”  
 
    Dyja Sella gives a brief bow and walks away. I have an overwhelming urge to beg him to come back. 
 
    “Did you enjoy the Considerations?” Dulesh asks, motioning for me to walk with him. 
 
     “Yes,” I reply, falling into step beside him. “The council did an excellent job.” 
 
    He nods, his bald head wielding a slight sheen from the long meeting. “I’m sure you’re wondering what I want to talk to you about.” 
 
    “The thought had crossed my mind, Ambassador.”  
 
    He slows to a stop, his grey robes swishing against the floor. “I wanted to ask you about what you intend to do.” 
 
    I can’t help but frown. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When do you intend to go back to Earth?” he asks, his eyes moving over my face as though inspecting a stray cat that’s wandered into his house. 
 
    I try to respond, but any words I try to muster stick in my throat as I stare at him in shock. 
 
    “You don’t belong here, Dylan,” he says, pressing his lips together. “You do know that, right?” 
 
    My heart drops into my stomach. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You know exactly what I’m talking about,” he sneers. “I am aware the queen is extremely fond of you, even sacrificing the lives of our council members to retrieve you. But there is no future for you here on Starlatten.” 
 
    “That’s not what Crystal thinks,” I splutter, realising how immature it sounds. 
 
    Dulesh sighs. “She is the queen. I don’t know the ins and outs of what happened on Earth, but I do know she was only there for a mere handful of days. If you decide things aren’t going well between you in a few lunar cycles, you can’t just leave the palace and find someone else. It would bring shame on the Akinara name.” 
 
    “I would never leave her.” My hands are clammy as I clench and unclench them at my side. 
 
    “You can’t know that.” He sniffs. “What do you imagine is going to happen? You’ll get yourself an amulet? Be bonded with the queen and become king? Have little royal babies?” 
 
    My face flames red hot and all I can do is stare at him in disbelief.  
 
    “You’re young. Go back to your family,” he says, his eyes flickering with what looks like pity. “Go home and forget you ever heard about Starlatten.”  
 
    He turns at the sound of laughter further down the now nearly empty corridor. Crystal, Jaik and Kara stand in a cluster near the large doors, taking turns to embrace Tarin, who must have arrived at some point. Jaik says something and Crystal bursts out laughing, leaning into him. He grins and puts his arm around her, kissing the top of her head. 
 
    Dulesh turns back to me, his look of distaste barely concealed. “As you can see, the queen already has a much more suitable match,” he says. “It was a pleasure talking to you, Dylan. I wish you safe travels on your journey home.”  
 
    With that, he turns, and marches back the way we came, his robes swishing around him. I sink against the wall, my head swimming and my chest aching as though he just ripped my heart from it. 
 
    I briefly consider trying to find my way back to my room without facing Crystal and her friends, but I realise how selfish that would be. Instead, my legs like lead, I drag myself the final few meters toward them, pasting a smile on my face.  
 
    “Hey, Dylan,” Tarin grins, slapping me on the back. “Congratulations on being cleared by medical.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I smile before turning to Crystal. “Congratulations to you. You were brilliant.” 
 
    She steps forward, her robes glowing almost as much as her face as she takes hold of my hands. “Thank you. It did go well, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” I reassure her. “I’m so proud of you.” Pulling her into an embrace, I turn to the others. “You should all be really proud. You’re doing an incredible thing.” 
 
    “Thanks, mate.” Jaik smiles, Kara beaming beside him.  
 
    “And we have to do it all over again tomorrow,” Crystal groans. “I’m beginning to regret the decision to do these one after the other already.” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt.” 
 
    We turn as the woman I didn’t recognise from the panel joins the group. Up close, I realise I don’t need to ask for an introduction as she looks at me with disturbingly familiar amber eyes. 
 
    “Cadya.” Crystal smiles, stepping out from my arms. “Thank you for your support today. I don’t think you’ve met Dylan.” 
 
    She inclines her head toward me, but I’m frozen, my hand subconsciously resting on the scar that marks my chest. Cadya’s smile falters. 
 
    “You knew my brother, didn’t you?” she asks, her expression apologetic.  
 
    “You could say that.” Jaik scoffs. “He stuck a knife in his chest and almost killed him.” 
 
    Crystal throws her hand out and smacks him on the arm.  
 
    “I should probably also apologise for your kidnapping,” Cadya says, pink spreading across her neck. “It was Danikai who ordered it and I didn’t know until you arrived on Zarbilian. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Crystal wraps herself around my arm, tugging gently. “Cadya worked to keep you alive. She saved our lives.” 
 
    It’s all just too much. I’m exhausted. I might have been cleared by Fahr, but after Dulesh and now this? I feel like I might collapse. Crystal stares up at me, concern creeping onto her face as I struggle to find words. Any words.  
 
    “You look really tired,” Tarin says, planting a large hand on my shoulder. “How about I walk you back to your room for a lie down?” 
 
    “Dylan?” Crystal asks. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Tarin’s right,” I say, shooting him a grateful smile. “I’m just really tired. I’ll come find you after I have a lie down, okay?” 
 
    The disappointment in her eyes almost ends me. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “No!” I rush, bringing her hands to my lips. “You stay and celebrate the incredible job you’ve done. Please? I’ll be back. I promise.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Crystal nods and I turn to follow Tarin in the direction of the elevation discs. 
 
    As soon as we’re out of earshot, Tarin looks down at me with a frown. “Do I need to call Fahr?” 
 
    “No, there’s really no need,” I say. “I’m just tired.” 
 
    He grunts and I know he doesn’t believe me. “I saw you talking to Ambassador Dulesh before. What did he want?” 
 
    A lump forms in my throat, so I just shake my head and shrug. 
 
    Tarin grunts again. “Whatever it was, it was probably a load of glambak. He’s not a nice man.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows in surprise. I know I don’t know Tarin very well, but by all accounts, he would never say something like that lightly. “Yeah,” I say. “He comes across as a bit of a tool.” 
 
    “Tool?” Tarin chuckles. “I like that.” 
 
    We walk the rest of the way to my room in silence.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    Crystal 
 
    I almost send Dylan a message via amulet before remembering he doesn’t have one. Recalling Jaik’s constant habit of knocking on my door when we first got back, I reach out and rap my knuckles against the closed panel. When he doesn’t respond, panic begins to swirl in my stomach. Tarin said he was fine, but what if he’s not? 
 
    “Dylan?” I call out. “Are you okay?” 
 
    If he doesn’t answer soon, I’m going to find a Dyja to prise it open. My eyes are already searching the corridor when the door slides across and I sag with relief.  
 
    “You’re okay.” I smile in relief but as he steps back into the darkened room to let me in, it quickly fades. His eyes are red, his skin blotchy and his hair stands on end as though he’s been pulling on it. “What in the stars happened?” 
 
    The door closes behind us and I look over at the light panel to increase the brightness. He squints in the sudden light, sitting down on the bed and hiding his face in his hands. “I told you I was going to come back down,” he mumbles. 
 
    “I was worried about you.” I sit down beside him, placing my hand on his back. “I wanted to check you were okay.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You look fine.” 
 
    He sighs, turning his head further away from me. “Please, go back to your friends.” 
 
    My mind sifts through things that could be wrong. “I’m sorry about Cadya. I thought she’d left. I would have warned you.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “It’s fine. It’s not her. Please. Please just go.” 
 
    “No.” I say plainly. “If you think I’m going to walk away and leave you when you’re so clearly in pain then you obviously don’t know me very well after all.” 
 
    Dylan groans and leans so far forward his forehead touches his knees. My stomach churns as I watch. Have I done something? Did something happen? Was it something during the Considerations? He was fine before it, but I could tell something was wrong the second I saw him afterwards.  
 
    “What did Ambassador Dulesh want you for?” I ask, remembering seeing them talking in the corridor. I hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but now I wonder… 
 
    Dylan’s shoulders shake beneath my hand accompanied by a muffled sob. I drop to my knees at his feet, my heart hammering against my chest as I gently prise his hands from his face. “What did he say to you?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Dylan says. “I really didn’t want to ruin today for you.” 
 
    I frown, pushing his damp hair from his forehead. “It seems the only one ruining my day is Dulesh. Tell me what he said to you.” 
 
    Dylan meets my gaze for a second before looking away again. “He told me to go home,” he says, so quietly I think I’ve misheard him. “He told me I have no future here.” 
 
    It takes all my self-control not to go marching after Dulesh right there and then and tear him into tiny pieces. I’m not sure if I can relieve an Ambassador of their duties, but I’m sure as stars going to find out.  
 
    “He had no right to say that to you,” I growl, my hands reaching for Dylan’s face, wiping his damp cheeks. 
 
    “Maybe he’s right,” Dylan croaks. “Seeing you today, you were magnificent. What right do I have to be with you?” 
 
    “What right?” I repeat, sitting back on my heels. “I’m a person, Dylan. Being queen is just my job.” 
 
    He smiles and shakes his head. “You know it’s more complicated than that.” 
 
    “Well,” I huff. “If you don’t deserve me? Who does? Who’s better for me than you?” 
 
    Dylan looks at me with such sadness that my breath catches in my throat. “What?” 
 
    “Dulesh implied that you were already matched with someone,” he says, drawing a shaky breath. “Someone more suitable.” 
 
    I frown. “Who?” Dylan stares at me as if the answer is obvious. When it finally dawns on me, I gasp. “What? Jaik?” 
 
    He nods. “I can see his point. You’re like two sides of the same coin.” 
 
    “We’re good friends,” I admit. “But that’s it.” 
 
    Dylan studies me. “It’s never been more than that?” 
 
    My cheeks burn and Dylan shakes his head. 
 
    “It’s not like that,” I rush. “We grew very close over the last orbit, once I forgave him for that last night on Earth. He did make it quite clear on several occasions that he thought we were destined to be together.” 
 
    Dylan clasps his hands together, his knuckles whitening. “I knew back on Earth he wanted you.” 
 
    “Just because he wants me, doesn’t mean he can have me.” 
 
    “So, nothing ever happened between you?” he asks. 
 
    I sink back onto the floor, crossing my legs. This can’t be happening. Dylan is slipping away from me all over again. My eyes prick with tears as I meet his pained expression. 
 
    “We kissed,” I admit and Dylan winces, looking away. “He was so certain we were meant to be together. Everyone kept telling me what a great couple we’d make. Telling me to stop pining after you. So, I tried.” I reach forward and place a hand on his knee. “It was awful,” I say. “I felt nothing. It felt like betraying you.” 
 
    Dylan drags his hands over his face with a low groan. “I don’t belong here,” he says. “I mean, we barely know each other. What future would I have if I stayed?” 
 
    “Is that you talking or Dulesh?” I snap. “You can have any future you want. I said from the beginning, if you want to go back to Earth, it’s your choice. I understand. If I had family, I would want to be with them too.” 
 
    Dylan slides down off the bed, facing me with his legs out in front of him beside mine. “They probably think I’m dead,” he says. 
 
    “If you wanted to stay,” I say, my heart rate rocketing at the words, “we could find a way to let them know you’re okay.” 
 
    He looks up. “Really?” 
 
    “Really,” I say. “I’ve been thinking about it. A lot.” 
 
    Dylan gives a small smile and reaches out a hand, linking his little finger with mine. “Is it enough?” he asks. “To want to stay?” 
 
    “Why would it not be?” 
 
    “Dulesh suggested that we were too young and that it wouldn’t work out.” He tugs at my finger, his eyes firmly fixed on our hands.  
 
    Biting down on my lip, I watch him, realising I have two very clear paths to choose from. I can get up and go, letting him make up his own mind and deal with the consequences, or I can tell him. I can tell him how I feel—how much I want him to stay. We’ve been avoiding the conversation under the pretence of giving him time to heal, but really, I’ve been too scared. Too scared of losing him again.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I roll up onto my knees and shuffle forward until we’re face to face. He looks up at me and goes to speak, but I shake my head. “I was a mess,” I start. “When I got back to Starlatten I couldn’t eat or sleep. Yes, a large part of it was finally grieving my family. My friends. But it was more than that. I cried myself to sleep every night holding your sweatshirt. When I went through your memories, I saw what you went through, but I never really told you my side. I’ve been falling apart. There’s not been a single day I haven’t thought about you. Missed you. Honestly, you were doing so much better than me.  
 
    “No one knows what will happen in one, two or ten orbits and I’m well aware we haven’t known each other long. I know the idea is crazy, but I also know I fell in love with you on Earth and I haven’t been able to stop loving you since. This whole situation is bizarre and unprecedented. Dulesh can speculate all he wants, but I know what I feel.” I tap my chest to punctuate the point. “I know that no matter what you decide, you will always have a place in my heart. I love you, Dylan Briers.  
 
    “So, yes. I want you to stay. I want you to stay more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. Maybe that’s selfish, because the sensible choice is clearly for you to go back to Earth. Because of that, I’ll completely understand if you choose to go. I don’t think I’ll ever stop loving you, but I’ll learn to live without you, knowing it was your choice to leave. 
 
    “I didn’t want to try and influence your decision, but seeing as Dulesh is trying to sway you, it’s only fair I get to give my side.” I come to a stop and realise Dylan’s staring at me as though he’s trying to figure something out. “What?” I ask. 
 
    “We haven’t said it since you woke me,” he says.  
 
    I frown. “Said what?” 
 
    He reaches out and strokes the side of my face, a sad smile on his lips. “I love you.” 
 
    “Well, I do.” 
 
    He smiles, a little broader this time. “I love you too, Crystal Akinara. I never stopped. You’re right. It is crazy. Even Eddie and Jordan tried to talk sense into me after a couple of months. I just couldn’t let you go. I didn’t want to let you go.” 
 
    The unspoken question hangs between us and I fight back the urge to shake the answer from him. 
 
    “I don’t want to be the queen’s boyfriend,” he says, frowning. “If I stay, I want to help. I want to work my way up to something. To earn my keep and gain respect.” 
 
    My heart flutters erratically and I swallow. “What are you saying?” 
 
    Dylan looks at me, surprise and relief in his eyes as he smiles. “I’m saying, I want to stay.” 
 
    A sob bursts from my lips and I clasp my hands to my mouth.  
 
    Dylan’s eyes widen. “I thought you’d be pleased?” 
 
    “I am.” I sniff, a tear escaping to roll down my cheek. “I just can’t believe it. I really thought I was going to lose you again.” 
 
    “No,” Dylan says, pulling me onto his lap. “This is it.” 
 
    “Promise?” I ask as he presses his forehead to mine.  
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    Tilting his face, his lips find mine and I melt into his embrace. After a moment, we pull apart and I settle down against his chest with a yawn.  
 
    “Dulesh is going to be furious,” Dylan says with a chuckle that vibrates against my cheek.  
 
    “Not as furious as I am with him.” 
 
    Dylan wraps his arms around me, trailing a hand up and down my arm. “Do you want to go back and find the others?” 
 
    “No,” I say. “I’m exhausted. Today has been long and emotionally draining beyond belief.” 
 
    “Won’t they wonder where you are?” he asks.  
 
    It’s my turn to laugh. “They know I came to check on you, so they’ll have their own ideas about why I didn’t come back.” 
 
    Dylan’s deep chuckle rumbles against my cheek again. “What do you want to do then?” 
 
    “Honestly?” I ask, stifling another yawn. “This is pretty great.” 
 
    “Perhaps not on the floor though?” Dylan suggests, shifting against the side of the bed.  
 
    Unfolding myself from his arms, I stand up and stretch. “I can’t believe you’re actually staying.” I reach up to touch his face as though checking he’s really here in front of me. 
 
    “Me neither,” he admits. “But it’s the only decision I’ve made in a long time that’s made me happy. So, it must be the right one.” 
 
    Lying down on his bed, he holds out an arm and pulls me to his chest, wrapping his arms around me, his lips at my ear. “I love you so much,” he murmurs. 
 
    My heart swells as exhaustion drapes over me like a heavy blanket. “I love you too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    Jaik 
 
      
 
    Things have changed. Sitting in the tall lilac grass, my arms wrapped around my knees, I listen to the warm winds whistling through the far-off silver mountains trying to pretend they haven’t. 
 
    “I thought I saw you sitting out here.” 
 
    Looking up, I see Kara wading through the long grass toward me. I smile before turning my face back to the warmth of the setting sun and closing my eyes. 
 
    “Not joining us for the meal?” she asks, stopping in front of me and blocking the sun. 
 
    I open an eye and look up at her. “Do you mind?” 
 
    She chortles and sits down beside me, her gaze burning into the side of my head. I close my eyes and ignore it. 
 
    “You should come,” she says. 
 
    “I’m tired,” I mumble. Day two of the Considerations is finished, with two more to go. It’s going even better than we’d hoped but the days are long. 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Kara replies, swatting the wisps of grass. “I’m looking forward to getting the Considerations out the way and then things can really get back to normal.” 
 
    “Normal?” I snort. “What’s normal?” 
 
    “Living happily without fear of invasion or war?” she offers, sticking her tongue out at me. 
 
    I laugh. “I hate to burst your bubble, but the Itticans are still out there somewhere and you can bet they’re fuming.” 
 
    “Thanks for that.” Kara plucks a handful of purple grass and throws it over my head. “You’ve been back on Starlatten for well over an orbit and a half, when are you going to stop with the weird Earth phrases?” 
 
    Shaking the grass from my hair, I return my face to the sun. There’ll always be a bit of Earth in me and I’ve come to terms with that.  
 
    “You should come to the meal,” she tries again. 
 
    I ignore her, again. This morning, Crystal called a meeting in our usual room to tell us that Dylan had decided to stay. I mean, I was expecting it. I knew it was going to happen, but a small broken piece of me was apparently still clinging to a shard of hope. Until this morning. Tonight’s meal is to celebrate and I just can’t… 
 
    “Crystal’s called a meeting with the council tomorrow morning to tell them,” Kara says with a chuckle. “Dulesh is going to be furious.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes.” She turns to face me. “You know what Dulesh said to Dylan, right?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh.” Kara says. 
 
    The unspoken fact hangs in the air like the setting sun between the mountains. Crystal didn’t tell me, so whatever he said, probably had something to do with me. In fact, I know it had something to do with me. Since taking up the role at Kemoor, Dulesh has been a lot nicer to me. He did comment on how well Crystal and I worked together. I really don’t like the guy, but it felt nice to have someone else acknowledge how perfect we are for each other. 
 
    “Jaik?” Kara prompts. 
 
    I cross my legs and turn my head to look at her, my eyes narrowed. “What do you want me to say, Kara?” 
 
    “I’m just worried about you,” she says, her eyes searching my face. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about me,” I reply, turning back to the almost non-existent sunstar. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “He’s a nice guy.” She plucks blades of grass, letting them fall through her fingers. “You two seem to get on great, with all your weird Earth talk.” 
 
    “He is a great guy, Kara,” I snap. Standing up, I dust myself off and stare down at her, my eyes blazing. “But him being a great guy doesn’t make it any easier to live with the fact that she didn’t choose me.” 
 
    Kara stares up at me, mouth open, her blue eyes shining with pity. 
 
    “Look,” I say, my voice softening. “I’m trying to be the bigger man here. I’m really trying.” 
 
    Kara stands up, sending blades of grass scattering in the breeze. She throws her arms around my waist and squeezes tight. “I’m sorry, Jaik.” 
 
    I sigh and return the embrace. “I’ll come to the meal for a little bit,” I say, “but I’m not staying for long. It’s just too painful.” 
 
    “Okay,” she says. “When you’ve had enough, I’ll cover for you with Crystal.” 
 
    I ruffle her hair and smile. “Thanks, Kara.” 
 
    With the Considerations taking up most of our day, I haven’t had to endure much of Dylan and Crystal fawning over each other, and as soon as they’re over, I’ll be spending most of my time in Kemoor again. 
 
    A moment of clarity bursts in my head and I almost sigh at the relief it brings. I’ve been living at the palace and travelling back and forth to keep an eye on Crystal, but she has Dylan to do that now.  
 
    “What?” Kara says, pulling back to look up at me. “Your heart is pounding.” 
 
    I smile. “I’ve had an idea.” 
 
    “Uh oh.” She stares at me, her eyes narrowed until finally her shoulders sag. “You’re leaving, aren’t you?” 
 
    My eyes widen in surprise. “How do you do that?” I shake my head. “Yes. After the Considerations, I’m going to move to Kemoor. It makes sense. All the travelling to and from is exhausting.” 
 
    Kara sighs and rests her head against me once more. I smile as the last portion of white sunstar vanishes behind the mountains, feeling lighter than I have in a long time.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    Crystal 
 
    I don’t like this one bit. Sitting around the large white table with First Commander Risiki, Ambassador Dulesh, Second Commander Jetar, Jaik, Kara and Tarin, I suddenly feel like a naïve princess instead of the confident queen I’ve felt myself become. My eyes find Dulesh and my fists clench under the table. I haven’t had a chance to speak to him yet about what he said to Dylan and it takes all my self-control not to leap across the table and slap the smug look from his face. 
 
    “This is just a quick meeting,” I say, taking a deep breath. “I wanted to formally inform my council that Dylan has chosen to stay on Starlatten.” 
 
    Tarin and Kara grin at me, with even Jaik managing to offer me a smile of encouragement. Risiki’s expression is one of resignation, but Dulesh looks as furious as I expected him to.  
 
    “With what purpose, Your Majesty?” Dulesh asks.  
 
    Tarin physically turns to look at him, his jaw clenched. I push the blush from my cheeks. He’s trying to rile me, but I refused to rise to it.  
 
    “What do you mean, Ambassador?” I ask, feigning confusion. 
 
    He leans forward, bracing his forearms on the table. “What will his role be?” 
 
    “His role?” I repeat. “I will arrange for him to meet with various departments. He is eager to learn and work his way up to a suitable position.” 
 
    “A suitable position, Your Majesty?” Dulesh asks. “What –” 
 
    “Are there any arrangements you need me to put in place?” Risiki asks, cutting him off. I feel a flood of affection for him and have to bite back the smile of gratitude that tugs at my lips.  
 
    “I would like to arrange a holomessage, please,” I say. “It would need to be delivered to Earth, which I realise is breaching the Alayna Treaty, but it would be done with consideration of that fact. There are four Earth citizens who already know of our existence, so the message would be delivered to them.” 
 
    “I remember,” he says with a small smile. “I’ll make arrangements.” 
 
    I smile back. “Thank you.” 
 
    “This sends completely the wrong message to the people,” Dulesh barks. “A nobody from another planet, with no valuable qualities consorting with our queen?” 
 
    Tarin rises to his feet, towering above the Ambassador, his face dark with anger. “How dare you address the queen in that tone.” 
 
    I stare wide-eyed as Dulesh looks up, aghast at Tarin’s menacing stature; a crimson tower of rage. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Tarin so angry. 
 
    “You will also watch how you speak about Dylan,” Tarin continues. “If you actually took the time to talk to him, instead of threatening him, perhaps you would understand why the queen has chosen to allow him to stay.” 
 
    Dulesh’s head shines with perspiration as he tears his awestruck gaze from Tarin and turns to me. “Please accept my apologies, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Starlatten has always been a culmination of people from different planets,” I say, forcing calm into my voice. “Elaini and Jetzia founded our home as a safe haven for those who need it. Dylan is no different than any other who has chosen Starlatten as their home.” 
 
    Tarin slowly sinks back down to his chair, his eyes fixed on Dulesh’s slightly quaking figure.  
 
    “Dylan has actually requested an audience with the Council,” Kara says. 
 
    I turn to her in surprise. Has he? He hasn’t said anything to me.  
 
    “He wishes to meet with us alone though, Your Majesty,” she continues, ignoring my question. 
 
    I look to Tarin and Jaik, but Jaik shrugs and Tarin is still staring at Dulesh, who has started to sink down in his seat. 
 
    “Fine,” I say, getting to my feet. The others stand with me. “I’ll send him in.” 
 
    I don’t like this one bit. The doors whir open before me and I find Dylan leaning against the wall a little further along the corridor. 
 
    “How did it go?” he asks, walking toward me.  
 
    I’m still trembling, and he takes my hands with a frown. “That bad, huh?” 
 
    “Kara says you want to meet with them?” I ask, searching his face for an explanation. “What for?” 
 
    He smiles. “I’m asking them to let me live on their planet. I know you had to formally speak to them as queen, but I want to ask them myself too.” 
 
    “Okay,” I relent. “You should know Dulesh is not happy.” 
 
    “What a surprise.” Dylan smiles, leans forward and kisses me. “I’m prepared this time.” 
 
    “To be fair, Tarin almost dragged him from the room,” I say, smiling at the image. “So, he might be more subdued for you.” 
 
    “Oh?” Dylan grins. “I’d have liked to have seen that.” 
 
    Kissing me one more time, he straightens his dark blue robes and strides toward the doors.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It may be the penultimate day of the Considerations, but I’m finding it hard to concentrate. Dylan’s meeting with the council appears to have gone very well. Tarin didn’t need to drag Dulesh from the room at least. He was in there a while and we haven’t had the chance to properly talk about it since. I suppose the main thing is, they’ve accepted our decision. Dylan is staying. Just thinking it makes my heart soar and I fight to keep the smile from my lips.  
 
    I glance up, finding the row of seats Dylan has sat in each day. My chest contracts as he gives me an encouraging smile. I told him he doesn’t have to sit through this every day, but he insisted. I have to admit, it definitely makes it more bearable.  
 
    Kara laughs softly to my left and I turn to find her deep in conversation with Cadya, their heads almost touching. My stomach clenches a little as I think of the ship that left this morning to fetch her father. She thinks he’ll choose to stay on Zarbilian rather than face the Considerations. I’m not sure how she’ll feel if that happens. Cadya senses me looking at her and glances up, a smile on her face that doesn’t quite reach her amber eyes. It’s a look I know well.  
 
    “Three cases left, Your Majesty,” Risiki whispers at my side. 
 
    Nodding, I swipe the screen in front of me for the relevant information.  
 
    The doors at the end of the hall open, but I know something’s wrong even before I lift my head. Two Dyja stride down the centre of the room accompanied by another two Dyja dressed in black robes. The only Dyja who wear black robes are those assigned to the detainment unit for those sentenced with terms of imprisonment.  
 
    My heart thuds in my fingertips as they approach the table, bowing low before me.  
 
    Your Majesty, one of the Dyja in black says. We have an important message from the detainment facilities.  
 
    Beside me, Risiki tenses and I know the message is being sent to us both.  
 
    What is it? I ask.  
 
    Danikai, Your Majesty. He wishes to speak with you. 
 
    The queen is a little busy at the moment, Risiki answers. What does he want that is of such importance it necessitates interrupting the Considerations? 
 
    The Dyja bows lower. He says it’s of great importance he talks to the queen. 
 
    Of course, he says it’s important, I reply. I have nothing more to say to Addan Danikai. 
 
     Apologies, Your Majesty. He says it’s about Zenai. He says there’s things you should know. 
 
    I’m sure there are, Risiki says tightly.  
 
    The Dyja raises his head to look at me, his eyes pleading. He says lives will be lost. 
 
    My fingers tighten on the table and I look at Risiki, who also seems to have paled.  
 
    Tell him I will come to see him as soon as today’s session closes. I turn my attention to one of the red robed Dyja. Please could you schedule a landcraft to take me to the detainment facilities? 
 
    Both sets of Dyja bow low and turn to leave. 
 
    What do you think it is? Risiki asks, watching as the doors close behind them.  
 
    I have no idea, I admit, but it won’t be anything good.  
 
    Beside me, Jaik and Kara lean forward questioningly but I shake my head.  
 
    I’ll explain later. I say, motioning for the next case to be brought forward.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As Risiki leads me toward the waiting landcraft, my heart throbs in time with my footsteps. Convincing everyone to let me go alone was hard, but I assured them that the Dyja would be there the whole time, as well as Risiki.  
 
    Hovering with a low rumbling sound, sending plumes of pale dust into spirals beneath it, the white landcraft glistens almost blindingly in the sunlight. I’m pleased to see Boshi waiting at its door along with three other Dyja. He nods as he holds out a hand to help me up into the craft.  
 
    Once we are all seated, Risiki presses a series of buttons confirming the coordinates and the landcraft hums to life, speeding away from the palace, towards the mountains. 
 
    At the base of the purple-grey mountains that border the eastern edges of Stajahl, a low unassuming building has been constructed using a special reflective material. This allows it to mirror its surroundings, almost invisible at first glance. Thankfully, the detainment units are rather modest in size, as the quantity of people who have committed crimes worthy of detainment is minimal.  
 
    “Listen to what he has to say, Your Majesty” Risiki says, drawing my attention from the window, “but make no promises. Don’t give him any information.” 
 
    “Of course,” I say, my pulse fluttering at the thousands of possibilities for why he’s summoned me. 
 
    The current war may have ended, Risiki says, but the possibility of another is still very real. 
 
    I blink at his serious tone, noting that he’s chosen to make our conversation private. On either side of us, the hooded Dyja stare solemnly out of the window, or straight ahead.  
 
    Do you think the Itticans will attack again? I ask. 
 
    Risiki shakes his head. They would have nothing to gain. They can’t survive long enough down here to achieve what they want. Not without help. 
 
    The meaning behind his words sinks in my stomach like a rock. You think the Zenai will help him? 
 
    I don’t know, he admits. But if they decide to seek revenge as Zarbilian did… 
 
    What exactly happens on Zenai? I ask, realising that with everything that’s been going on with Zarbilian, the Considerations and Dylan, I’ve pushed the matter to the back of my mind.  
 
    I’m not sure there is anyone who knows for sure, Risiki says with a faint sigh. All I know is that a cargo ship is sent there once an orbit, but they are unmanned. They return, filled with offerings.  
 
    Offerings? I scoff. What do we receive from them? 
 
    Zenai is rich in minerals, Risiki explains. I believe there are many mines there. We receive a host of metals and other materials that are not found on Starlatten. 
 
    I shake my head as I wonder how much of the palace has been built with materials provided by Zenai slaves. Is there anyone from Starlatten who’s been to Zenai? 
 
    Not since I can remember, Risiki says. There was talk with your father about sending an Ambassador to set up a team there, but nothing came of it. 
 
    The landcraft slows and I look up in surprise, realising we’ve arrived. Stepping out into the shadows of the mountains, a gentle breeze strokes at the long violet grasses growing between the shimmering silver rocks and I marvel at how beautiful it is.  
 
    Acknowledging the black-robed Dyja, who bow deeply as I approach, Risiki leads me toward the long single storey building, its mirrored walls blinding in the sun. Two Dyja pull open hand-operated doors and we step inside. Rooms containing men and women line the hallway on either side of them, finished with one-way glass. Many rooms are empty, I note with relief. Hopefully it will stay like that.  
 
    We make our way toward an inconspicuous door at the end of a long corridor, and it opens into near darkness. Above us, a strip of soft yellow light lines the ceiling, revealing that the space opens out into a small enclosure. I squint, adjusting to the lack of light as I take a tentative step into the room.  
 
    A sudden movement pulls my gaze to a far corner and I watch, transfixed, as a familiar slender figure shuffles out of the shadows towards me. I step backwards, colliding with Boshi’s broad figure. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Risiki says. “He can’t get much further.”  
 
    With that, he stoops and grabs a fistful of dirt from the floor, throwing it into the space before us. A gentle humming fills the air as the grains bounce back at us, revealing a transparent wall splitting the room in two.  
 
    Feeling safer, I take a readying breath and step forward once more, looking properly at the Ittican responsible for turning my life upside down. Blending with the darkness of his prison, his long black hair hangs forward over his face, partially obscuring his large black unfeeling eyes. He steps forward, his head tilted as he stares at me. I supress a shudder. 
 
    “You wanted to speak to me?” I ask, swallowing the nausea rising in my throat.  
 
    He shuffles closer. “Yes.”  
 
    “Well I’m here,” I prompt. “Talk.” 
 
    A slow rasping chuckle erupts from his thin lips as he pushes his hair from his face and draws himself to his full skinny height. “There are things you don’t know about Zenai,” he hisses. “Important things.”  
 
    “What things?” I demand.  
 
    Danikai grins, his small white teeth glinting in the dim light. “You’ll find out when you visit.” 
 
    I stare at him, forcing myself to keep my gaze on the relentless blackness of his eyes. Risiki’s words resound in my head and I bite back the retort building in my mind. 
 
    “Just tell me,” I demand. 
 
    “I’ll tell you something,” he says so quietly, I find myself stepping closer to hear. “When the Kains told us about Zenai we were very intrigued. If the ruling family want to keep it a secret, it must either be very valuable,” he steps close enough for me to see myself reflected in his obsidian eyes, “or a weakness.” 
 
    My blood runs cold and frustration sparks at my fingertips. “Tell me.”  
 
    Danikai cackles in response, almost doubling over with the effort of it. I feel myself move toward the transparent wall but a hand lands gentle but firm on my shoulder. I turn to find Boshi standing behind me, his face impassive but his eyes on Danikai. I inhale and step back as Boshi drops his hand. There’s no point allowing Danikai to rile me up. 
 
    “You said that people’s lives are in danger,” I press. “What did you mean? Whose lives?” 
 
    Danikai cocks his head, folding his stick-like arms across his chest. “Starlatten, Zarbilian, Ittican, Zenai. Does it make a difference? Are some lives more valuable than others?” 
 
    I glare at him and he smiles. “Go to Zenai, Your Majesty,” he says, holding his arms out in an open shrug as he steps backward into the shadows. “The answers are waiting for you there.” 
 
    “And if I don’t go?” I ask, aware of Risiki tensed, ready to drag me from the room.  
 
    “Then the blood that’s spilled as a result, will be on your hands.” Danikai bows low and melts into the shadows, his high-pitched chuckle bouncing around the small room. 
 
    Turning on my heel, the Dyja push open the door and I stride back out into the light wishing I could scream. Instead, I hold it in until we’re back in the landcraft, speeding away.  
 
    “What did he mean?” I shout, not bothering with privacy.  
 
    Risiki flinches. “I don’t know. I can instruct the Dyja to try and find out more, if Your Majesty wishes?” 
 
    I frown then gasp as I realise what he means. “No! He tells us willingly or… or we find out another way.” 
 
    “You can’t go to Zenai, Your Majesty.” 
 
    My amulet glows hot against my chest as rage floods through me. “Don’t tell me what I can’t do,” I growl. “You heard what he said. If I don’t, people are going to die.” 
 
    “We can send a team,” Risiki argues. “We’ll find out what’s happening on Zenai. But you don’t need to be on that team.” 
 
    “What if I want to be on that team?” I press. “Whatever the Itticans are doing to Zenai, it’s because of us. The Zenai deserve an apology for the wrongs against them, just as the Zarbilian did.” 
 
    Risiki rakes a hand over his face. “We’ll hold a meeting with the council after the final day of Considerations tomorrow. We can discuss how to proceed from there.” 
 
    Sitting back in my seat, I stare out of the window without really seeing. Ever since I found out about Zenai, I assumed I would go there. Now, it’s with even more urgency. Starlatten is beginning a new history deserving of the reputation it claims. If more lives are lost because of the decisions of my ancestors, it will all be for nothing. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    Jaik 
 
     “He might be lying,” I say. “He’s been sentenced to life imprisonment. He’s not the most trustworthy source of information.” 
 
    Crystal shakes her head. “Even if he’s not lying, we need to be sure. The Itticans are not in our orbit and we’re assuming they’re still on Zarbilian, but we have no real idea of their power. We don’t even know where Ittica is. There could be hundreds of thousands of them, waiting and watching.” 
 
    “That’s a cheerful thought,” I snort. Kara knees me under the table.  
 
    “As I said yesterday, Your Majesty,” Risiki says. “We can send a team. Unlike what we were forced to do with Zarbilian, we need to take time to plan this carefully.” 
 
    I watch Crystal carefully, aware that she would eagerly jump on the first ship to Zenai by herself. Risiki is actually making sense though and I know she sees it.  
 
    “Let’s train a small force,” Risiki continues. “We can enlist the Zarbilian to help us use the surrendered Ittican weapons, so we are not disadvantaged. If we start tomorrow, we can start compiling all the information we have on Zenai and training a force. One lunar cycle, Your Majesty. That’s all I’m asking. It will take two weeks to reach Zenai, even with our fastest ship. We can have our forces there midway through the following lunar cycle.” 
 
    “It’s a good plan,” I say. “Danikai didn’t say the loss of lives is imminent, did he?” 
 
    Crystal shakes her head. “No. But it’s still too long. Two weeks of training and two weeks to get there. Can we work with that?” 
 
    Risiki slumps in his chair. “I suppose so.” 
 
    My eyes flit to Ambassador Dulesh, who is being unusually quiet. Whether he’s learnt to keep his mouth shut or he’s sulking from yesterday’s telling off, I’m not sure. Either way, I’m glad.  
 
    “I would like to offer my services helping Master Tomu train the forces,” I say. “It makes sense that we carry out the training in Kemoor, as we’ll need the Zarbilian soldiers and as of today, I have relocated to the grasslands to better fulfil my role, so I’ll be well placed to help.” My heart is in my stomach as I announce my plans to the council, fully aware that I haven’t had a chance to tell Crystal yet. I’d planned to tell her tonight. Steeling myself, I turn to meet her gaze. 
 
    “That sounds like an excellent idea,” Crystal agrees. “Thank you, Master Bazanat.” 
 
    Her eyes flicker with hurt and I almost wince at the spasm it causes in my heart.  
 
    “Tomorrow will be an excellent opportunity to speak to Ambassador Kain, regarding the use of her soldiers,” she continues. 
 
    I frown for a second, wondering what she means.  
 
    “Excellent idea, Your Majesty,” Risiki agrees. “The celebration Ambassador Kain is hosting will provide the perfect opportunity to enlist their help and determine whether they know anything more about Zenai.” 
 
    The party. Of course. When Cadya first announced it, it had seemed so far in the future. Tomorrow.  
 
    Crystal stands, signalling the end of the meeting and we file out.  
 
    “Where’s Dylan?” Tarin asks.  
 
    “Training,” Crystal replies. “I asked him if he’d like to attend the meeting, but he said it was an important medical check.”  
 
    Tarin meets my eye for a moment and I look away.  
 
    “I wonder what Zenai is like,” Kara muses as we reach the corridor.  
 
    “Cold,” I say. “If it’s almost two weeks further away than Zarbilian, you can bet it’s beyond freezing.” 
 
    Kara shudders. “I’d still like to see it.” 
 
    “Good,” Crystal says. “I was hoping you’d say that.” 
 
    I stop, causing the others to slow to a halt. “Oh, my stars.” 
 
    Kara looks between us in confusion. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “She’s planning on going,” I say, shaking my head at the small smile on Crystal’s lips. 
 
    “What?” Tarin steps forward, staring as though he’s missing something important. “You told Risiki –” 
 
    “I told Risiki, he could assemble a force, ready to leave in two weeks,” she interrupts. “I never said I wouldn’t be on that force.” 
 
    I shake my head in disbelief. “Risiki is not going to accept that.” 
 
    “Risiki has two weeks to get used to the idea,” she says, her brown eyes gleaming with determination. “Are you in or not?” 
 
    “I’m in,” Kara says. 
 
    Tarin shakes his head. “Of course, I’m in.” 
 
    Crystal looks at me, expectantly.  
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I say.  
 
    Turning, I continue down the corridor, the others hurrying to catch up. 
 
    “You’re moving then?” Crystal asks, reaching my side.  
 
    I nod, keeping my eyes forward. “Yes. Travelling backwards and forwards is exhausting.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asks. 
 
    “I just did.” 
 
    She punches my arm. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “I was going to tell you today,” I say, “but more pressing matters arose, as you well know.” 
 
    Crystal sighs. “Fair enough.” 
 
    We reach the elevation decks and I stop. “I’ve got to pack. I’ll see you at the party tomorrow.” 
 
    Reaching out, she takes my hand and squeezes it. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    She lets go and I step onto the disc, leaving her behind. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
    Crystal 
 
    I watch Jaik’s elevation disc rise out of sight and sigh. Ever since I announced that Dylan would be staying, I’ve been waiting for something like this. I knew, deep down, that by choosing Dylan, I would forfeit Jaik. I really hope it’s not forever. I don’t want to lose my best friend.  
 
    Your Majesty? 
 
    I turn in surprise to find a Dyja standing by us. He bows before me, before turning and offering a smaller bow to Tarin, who returns the gesture.  
 
    “Yes?” I ask.  
 
    I’ve been sent to escort you. 
 
    “Escort me where?” I ask, looking to Tarin and Kara in confusion. 
 
    “Just go,” Kara smiles. “Trust us.” 
 
    Narrowing my eyes, I look up at Tarin, who drops his head slightly, concealing most of his face beneath his red hood. Before I can ask anything further, they turn and scurry down a corridor, leaving me with the Dyja.  
 
    “Fine,” I say. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Following the Dyja down the corridor, my mind circles through possibilities. The final day of Considerations was the shortest at only a couple of hours, which means that even after our emergency meeting, we’re barely halfway through the day. Annoyance forces my face into a frown. I have plans to spend this afternoon with Dylan, finally enjoying some uninterrupted time together. With every step, I decide whoever has summoned me better have a good reason or they’re not going to be very happy with what I have to say.  
 
    “Wait,” I say, realising where we’re heading. “Why are we going to transport?” 
 
    Please follow me, Your Majesty. 
 
    Annoyance is swamped by dread as I wonder whether Risiki is taking me to the detainment building to meet with Danikai again.  
 
    Raising his hand, the Dyja presses his palm to the doors that lead to the landcraft hangar and I look around, searching for Risiki, a list of reasons why I don’t want to go lined up on my tongue.  
 
    Instead, my eyes find Dylan, standing by the open door of a landcraft, a smile on his handsome face. I turn to the Dyja in confusion, but he bows deep before retreating through the door. 
 
    “I thought you were training?” I say, walking towards him.  
 
    He takes my hands and brings them to his lips before pulling me to him, kissing me gently. “I might have told a tiny lie,” he admits.  
 
    “But why?” I frown. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Dylan’s eyes sparkle with excitement as he gestures for me to step into the landcraft. “You’ll see. It’s a surprise.” 
 
    “A surprise?” I repeat.  
 
    “Will you just get in?” He laughs. “Trust me.” 
 
    As I climb in, I recall Kara’s words. “Tarin and Kara know about this, don’t they?”  
 
    Dylan climbs in next to me, shaking his head. “Just relax. The Considerations are over, you deserve a little breathing time.” 
 
    Around us, the landcraft hums into life, rising off the ground and speeding forward from the hangar. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” he says, pulling my hand onto his lap. “It’s not too far.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I ask with a frustrated laugh. “This is the first time you’ve left the palace!” 
 
    Dylan raises his eyebrows. “You’re right.” He turns and looks out the window as the palace shrinks behind us. “Wow. It’s enormous.” 
 
    Laughter ripples through me and I shake my head, deciding to just go with whatever craziness is happening.  
 
    “How did the meeting go?” Dylan asks, squeezing my hand once more.  
 
    I sink back against the seat. “Risiki is assembling a force to go to Zenai. They’re going to train in Kemoor with the surrendered weapons so we’re better prepared to face the Itticans.” 
 
    Dylan nods. “What’s the timeframe?”  
 
    “I want to have them ready to leave in two weeks,” I say. I know I should tell him that I plan to be with them, but he’s so excited about whatever he’s planned, I don’t want to put a dampener on it.  
 
    Leaning forward, I try to gauge where we’re going. A second landcraft follows behind us, the grass rippling beneath it.  
 
    Dylan smiles at me. “You didn’t think they’d let the queen out completely by herself, did you?”  
 
    Pulling a face at him, I return my attention to the window once more. Heading away from the mountains, I realise we’re going somewhere I’ve never been before. Around us, the grass thins into rock and dust until finally we come to a stop a short walk away from a vast crevice splitting the land in two. 
 
    “Why are we here?” I ask, my eyes wide.  
 
    Dylan’s grin is blinding. “The council has given me permission to choose an amulet stone.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp. “That’s amazing!” 
 
    He nods. “If I’m staying then I’m going to need one. Plus,” he reaches for a pouch around his waist that I’d failed to notice, “while we’re here, I thought you might want to return these.” 
 
    Opening the pouch, he tips out two stones into my hands. One a dusky pink and the other a dark swirling blue. My grandparent’s amulet stones. Without their casing, they look so small. Tears prick at my eyes as I look back at Dylan. “Thank you,” I whisper. “How?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he says, pressing his lips to my forehead. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    The sunstar is hot as we climb out of the landcraft and I stare at the gaping chasm before us in awe, my stomach somersaulting. I’ve seen hundreds of holograms, drawings and memories of Starellia in my life, but being here, in person? It’s beyond impressive.  
 
    Stretching as far as the eye can see in both directions, like the very mouth of Starlatten itself, the canyon grows from a thin crack at its ends to a wide-open chasm in the centre. Out of respect for this important part of Starlatten’s history, there are no buildings, just sweeping plains of soft purple grass dotted with clusters of trees and shrubs in hues of blue and amethyst.  
 
    Walking closer to the edge, I lean forward in an attempt to see down into the crevasse.  
 
    Dylan grabs hold of my arm. “Careful!” he reprimands gently.  
 
    “I’m barely near the edge,” I mutter, still trying to peer over the side. It’s impossible to see more than the first dip of dark grey rock, intertwined with streaks of silver and gold, before it descends into darkness. Looking at the mighty canyon before us, I can see why all those orbits ago, Elaini and Jetzia thought going through it was the only way across. Its size is almost incomprehensible at ground level.  
 
    “I can’t believe we’re going to do this,” I breathe as the Dyja start unravelling the harness ropes. “Are you sure you want to?” 
 
    “So sure.” He smiles, leaning his forehead against mine. “I’m not going to pretend I’m not a little bit terrified though.”  
 
    I laugh as the Dyja approach with a bow, securing harnesses around our torsos. “Hundreds of people do this every orbit,” I say, even though my hands are shaking with nerves. “There are ropes and steps built into the side of the canyon now, which Elaini and Jetzia definitely did not have.”  
 
    My legs tremble as Dylan takes hold of the first post marking the beginning of the descent and steps down toward the darkness. Almost immediately I’m surprised at how difficult it is. Although ropes have been added and steps hammered into the rock face, it’s still quite physically demanding. If I’m honest, I expected more of a staircase, not small metallic footholds, worn from use.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Dylan calls up, his voice echoing around the walls of the canyon.  
 
    I blink, adjusting to the fading light as we travel deeper beneath the surface. “How did you get Risiki to agree to this?” I ask. 
 
    “What can I say.” He grins back at me. “I’m very persuasive.” 
 
    Laughing, I look around, marvelling at the sheer size of the slashed rock surrounding us. Darkness spreads out like liquid beneath us and I wonder how far we are from the bottom. 
 
    “There’s a ledge here we can have a rest on,” Dylan says. “Watch your step.” 
 
    As my feet touch the wide outcrop, I let go of the rope, rubbing my red palms against my thighs. I hadn’t realised how tightly I’d been grasping it. “How much further do you think it is?”  
 
    “I have no idea.” Dylan shakes his head, peering over the ledge. It’s so dark, I can barely see him. “I think we might be about halfway?”  
 
    “Halfway?” I groan. 
 
    Dylan laughs. “Are you tired? I thought you were a mighty warrior queen.”  
 
    I gasp indignantly. “Well, someone has been distracting me from training!” 
 
    He steps closer, sliding his arms around my waist, pulling me to him. My chest pangs as electricity shoots through my core.  
 
    “I’d apologise,” he murmurs against my ear, “but I’m really not sorry.” 
 
    I nudge his lips to mine, but he pulls away. “Come on,” he says. “We need to keep going. It’s dark enough during the day, imagine how dark it will be after sunset.”  
 
    Two more ledges meet us on our way down. Each time, I wonder whether it’s the ledge Elaini lay on while Jetzia went for help. My body buzzes with the incredible feeling of retracing the footsteps of my ancestors.  
 
    Lungs aching and my hands sore, the bottom of the craterous hole rises up to meet us. My feet touch down with a small splash and I gasp in surprise.  
 
    Dylan reaches for me, unfastening the rope around my middle before tending to his own. Around us, the darkness is a deep, murky grey seeming to suck the colour from everything it touches. 
 
    Concentrating on my amulet, I push energy through it, casting a soft purple light around us. “That’s better,” I say, as the canyon floor comes into focus. 
 
    “Look. Over there,” Dylan whispers, pointing at a dark slice in the rock up ahead. In the centre of the blackness, a small light flickers like a distant fire. 
 
    He takes my hand and we make our way toward it, the cool water growing deeper and deeper until it covers our ankles. With every step, it becomes clear that the entrance to a cavern is opening up before us, the flickering light spreading out to reveal a floor alive with sparkling stars. My breath sticks in my throat, my knees trembling in awe as I take in the wide black pool before us, a thousand galaxies sparkling beneath its surface. 
 
    “It looks just like the night sky,” Dylan murmurs. “How deep do you think it is?”  
 
    I shake my head, my eyes wide. It might be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he asks. “Take all the time you need.” Standing behind me, he wraps his arms around me, resting his cheek against my head. 
 
    I hold out my hand. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Dylan places the two small, cool stones in my palms. Looking at them, I try to remember my grandparents for the love they showed me and the happy times we spent together, instead of the decisions they made for Starlatten.  
 
    “We are the dust of stars; we shine so bright. We love and are loved, bright sparks in the night. Shine until we burn out, returning to dust. I return you to the stars; remember, we must.” With a sweeping arc, I launch the stones back into the pool, where they sink into the darkness with a small splash. “Pappa, I will miss your laughter and your love. I hope I can lead with the passion and courage you showed. Mamma, you were a wonderful woman who made some unforgivable mistakes,” I whisper. “I will try to learn from both your strengths and your faults.”  
 
    Dylan squeezes his arms around me and kisses my cheek as we stand in the silent darkness, watching the pool return to stillness. 
 
    “Your turn,” I say, turning to face him. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he shakes out his arms, looking at the sparkling depths. “No, but it won’t stop me.” 
 
    Stooping at the edge, I dip a finger in the water. “It’s freezing.” I shiver, shaking off the droplets. 
 
    Dylan grimaces. “Great. So, I just get in and choose one that calls to me?” he asks. 
 
    “As far as I know,” I say. “You’re the only person I know personally who’s got to choose their own amulet.” 
 
    He nods and rubs his hands together. “Okay.”  
 
    I watch as he unties his top, handing it to me before taking a deep breath and diving into the pool, silencing the stars and sending rippling waves across my feet. I gasp, eyes wide, as he vanishes beneath the surface. How deep is it? Is it even safe to dive? How far down are the stones? My heart batters against my chest as I watch the surface of the pool settle, the stars blinking into life once more. 
 
    “Dylan?” I call, my voice echoing back to me against the damp walls. “Dylan!” 
 
    I step forward into the water, my toes curling against the sheer drop I feel cut into the rock. Shivering with panic, I tense, ready to dive in after him.  
 
    The surface of the pool erupts into a million ripples as Dylan’s head breaks the surface and I sag with relief. He hauls himself onto the edge, his hair plastered to his forehead and his dark blue robes clinging to his legs.  
 
    “That was refreshing!” He laughs, shaking his head and sending droplets of water flying out around him.  
 
    I gasp, shielding myself from the spray. “It was terrifying. That’s what it was.” My voice shakes with the remnants of terror I felt just moments earlier. 
 
    His face falling into a concerned frown, Dylan steps towards me, the starlight from the pool bathing his torso in pale silver light. “I’m fine.” He smiles, kissing me softly and sending droplets of water down my nose and cheeks.  
 
    Leaning back, I brush the droplets away. “Put your top back on,” I say. “You’re shivering. And,” I add, “it’s distracting.”  
 
    “Oh really?” he rumbles, tracing a wet finger along my cheek.  
 
    My skin is on fire despite the chill from the water and it takes every single drop of self-control to bat him away. “Stop it. I want to see.”  
 
    “See what?”  
 
    “Your stone!”  
 
    “Stone?” he asks, his face blank. 
 
    I frown in frustration, pushing my hands against his damp chest. “Come on.” 
 
    Reaching out with a grin, he pulls me closer. “Look,” he whispers, holding out his hand.  
 
    As he unfurls his fingers, I gasp. Lying in the centre of his palm is the most beautiful stone I’ve ever seen. A glittering mix of green and blue, the colours seem to swirl on the surface as if alive.  
 
    “It’s stunning,” I gasp, unable to take my eyes off it. 
 
    “It looks a bit like Earth.” 
 
    I look up at the sadness in those words, reaching a hand to his cheek. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He nods, his gaze fixed on the shimmering stone. “It just hits me sometimes; that I might never see it again.” 
 
    My heart hammers with worry. “Are you having second thoughts?” 
 
    Dylan’s eyes snap to mine in surprise. “No,” he says. “Of course not. It’s just, I don’t think I’ll ever not feel sad when I think about home.” He leans his forehead against mine. “But you’re home too.” 
 
    Warmth spreads through me and I smile, exhaling in relief. I wonder if I’ll ever not be scared of losing him. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve seen one with two colours,” Dylan says, turning the stone over in his palm between us. 
 
     “That’s because two-tone amulets are extremely rare.”  
 
    “So, I chose well?”  
 
    “You did.” I look up and smile. “I often wonder if I would have chosen my amulet if I had the choice.”  
 
    Dylan reaches out and touches the purple stone, still glowing faintly against my chest. “I think it suits you perfectly.” 
 
    Glancing back at the pool, I sigh. “We should head back, I suppose.” 
 
    “Not just yet,” Dylan says.  
 
    I turn to find him staring at me, his eyes so dark and serious, it makes me frown.  
 
    “Do you remember,” he says, “when we watched the sunset on Huntingdon Pike?” 
 
    “Of course,” I say, smiling fondly. “How could I forget?” 
 
    “I told you I didn’t think anything could ever come close to the way I feel about you,” he says, taking my hands in his. “I still feel that way and if it’s possible, even more so.” He looks down at our hands, before looking back at me, his damp hair sending droplets of dark water to my toes. “I love you so much, Crystal. I love you more than anything that could ever come between us and I promise, I am never ever going to stop loving you.” 
 
    Staring up at him, my heart is swollen by his words, but I’m still concerned by the look on his face. It almost seems like he’s saying goodbye. My eyes search his for answers and when I reach for him, he trembles beneath my touch. I’m not sure if it’s from the cold.  
 
    “I know you’re planning on going to Zenai,” he says. “I know better than to try and convince you not to, but I am coming with you, and no, you can’t stop me.”  
 
    My mind spins as I try to make sense of what’s going on.  
 
    “I met with the council yesterday, because I wanted to tell them how serious I am about you,” he says. “I know we’ve technically only spent a handful of days together, but I’ve loved you for more than a year–an orbit–” he corrects himself with a nervous smile, “and I know it’s completely crazy, but I just know. I know in my soul that how I feel about you isn’t going to change. I told the council exactly that. It won’t always be easy, and we’ll have ups and downs, but I’m prepared for that. I told them just how much I love you and how I plan on proving it for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    I stare, question after question darting across my mind, as he reaches to the pouch at his waist. My breath catches in my throat and my eyes open wide as he produces two intricately woven metal bracelets.  
 
    “If you’re determined to go to another planet and risk your life, then do it with me at your side, as your husband.” 
 
    My hands find my mouth and I blink as tears blur my vision.  
 
    “Crystal Akinara,” Dylan says, his voice soft and his eyes lit by the stars around us. “Will you be my wife?” 
 
    Unable to speak, I take his face in mine, rising up on my toes to press my lips to his, tears warm against my cheeks. Logic and common sense try to poke at the exploding happiness in my chest, but I bat them away. Love isn’t logic. Love is all consuming chaos, and I want to dive headfirst into its swirling uncertainty and never stop falling. 
 
    “Can I take that as a yes?” he murmurs against my lips.  
 
    I laugh and step back, my hands shaking. “Yes.” 
 
    Dylan reaches out and slips the bonding bracelet onto my wrist before handing me the other. My heart feels too big for my chest as I push it on over his hand. 
 
    “I love you,” I whisper. His light brown eyes look as dark as night as I stare, trembling, up at him. “I love you more than there are stars; more than every speck of stardust.” 
 
    He smiles and folds me into his arms, holding me so tightly I can feel his heart pounding. 
 
    Pulling back, I lift my wrist to inspect the delicate bracelet, noting the tiny purple stones woven between the copper coloured strands. “It’s beautiful.” I sigh. “How…? 
 
    Dylan grins. “It’s amazing how quickly things happen when it’s for the queen.” 
 
    I laugh and run my fingers over his shivering chest. “You need to get dressed. You’re freezing.” 
 
    “Not yet,” he says, catching my hand and bringing it to his lips, kissing each finger in turn. “While we’re being completely crazy and reckless, there’s one more thing. That is, if you want to.” 
 
    My pulse quickens. “Tell me.” 
 
    “I remember when you told us the legend of Jetzia and Elaini at Sera’s house,” he says, his cheeks flushing. “How this journey is made by people who have pledged to spend their lives together and wish to start a family, choosing a stone for their unborn child.” 
 
    My breath catches in my throat and I swallow.  
 
    “I mean, we’re way too young, so I’m talking years—orbits—in the future. We could just stash it away somewhere safe. But seeing as you’ve just agreed to let me be your husband…” His voice trails off in question as he struggles to hold my gaze. 
 
    “Yes,” I whisper. Dylan visibly sags in relief and I smile. “What if I’d said no?” I ask. 
 
    “Then we would have climbed back down here again when we’re older,” he says.  
 
    Staring up at him, I feel lightheaded with happiness. It all feels too good to be true. As if reading my thoughts, he steps forward and brushes his lips against mine.  
 
    “I like what you said,” he murmurs against my mouth. “More than every speck of stardust. I love you.” 
 
    My chest aches and I wonder if I’ll ever tire of hearing him say those words. Plunging my fingers into his damp hair, I press myself against him, kissing him hard. He moans against my mouth and I melt, no longer sure of where I end and he begins, as I run my hands up his sides and across his back, my fingers tracing his muscles as they shift under my touch. 
 
    Dylan reaches down, his fingers untying my robe as the passion and urgency of his kiss deepens. Quaking beneath his touch, he slides my robe from my shoulders, pausing to catch my eye, checking it’s okay. I give the smallest of nods, shivering in the cold air of the cavern. He runs his warm hands down my arms and across my back as he trails kisses down my neck, pausing to tug at the strap of my undergarment with his teeth. A whimper escapes my lips and I hear Dylan’s breath hitch as he lifts me up, wrapping my legs around his waist. My head swims as his strong fingers grip my back, pressing me against him as he kisses me like I’m the air keeping him alive. 
 
    Realising that he’s moving backwards toward the water, I break the kiss, breathing hard. “What are you doing?” I ask glancing between him and the dark pool.  
 
    “We have a job to do, Your Majesty,” he growls, his face serious. “And you’re distracting me.” 
 
    I realise too late what he’s about to do, squealing as we plunge backwards into the freezing water. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
    Dylan 
 
    Staring out the window of the landcraft as it speeds toward Kemoor, I watch the tall grass as it begins to darken from the pale purples of Stajahl to intense shades of indigo. Crystal lays her head against my shoulder and I wrap my arm around her, entwining my fingers with hers. A shimmer catches my eye in the window’s reflection, and I smile at the amulet around my neck, encased in an almost identical setting to Crystal’s. 
 
    “I still can’t believe you two are bonded,” Kara gushes for the fourth time since we left the palace.  
 
    Turning from the window, I grin at her before kissing Crystal’s upturned face. I still can’t quite believe it myself. Unlike Earth, once the bracelets are exchanged and accepted, that’s kind of it. There’s a formal acknowledgement, but we’re in no rush. The union is accepted by the council and that’s all that matters. Nerves prickle my spine, but I straighten, and they fall away. It’s certainly not conventional, but what is? Nothing has been conventional since we found Crystal in that field. My parents were together for four years before they got married and look how it worked out for them. My dad changed his mind after twenty-two years. I look back down at Crystal to find her watching me.  
 
    Are you okay? she asks, pointedly touching my fists.  
 
    I unclench my fingers and my shoulders relax a little. I hadn’t even realised. 
 
    “When are you going to have the party?” Kara asks, reaching across from her seat to inspect Crystal’s bracelet again.  
 
    “When we get back from Zenai, I suppose,” Crystal says, looking at me for confirmation.  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I agree. “Something to look forward to.” 
 
    “You’re really going to Zenai then?” Fahr asks, his face sullen.  
 
    “I am,” Kara says firmly. 
 
    Tarin drapes an arm around his husband’s shoulder. “Sorry.” 
 
    Crystal nudges him with her knee. “A medic would be a really valuable asset to have on the team. I’d love you to come.” 
 
    Fahr looks at her before glancing up at Tarin. “Is it okay if I think about it?” 
 
    Tarin booms with laughter before turning his dark blue gaze to me. “How’s the amulet working out so far?” 
 
    My fingers move to touch it and I shrug. “I haven’t really had much time with it yet. It was set when we got back last night, so I’ve only really had it today.” 
 
    Are you sure it’s working? he asks with a grin. 
 
    “That’s not fair,” I say. “I have no idea how that works.” 
 
    Crystal reaches up and kisses me on the cheek. “I’ll help you. Hopefully we’ll have some time over the next couple of days in Kemoor.” 
 
    “It’s a stunning amulet,” Kara says, sitting forward, her eyes wide. “It must remind you of Earth every time you look at it.” 
 
    Glancing down at the gleaming stone, my mind fills with flashes of skin; droplets of water… A flush creeps up my chest and I turn back to the window, hoping no one notices. “Yes,” I mumble. “It does.”  
 
    Crystal and I decided not to tell anyone about the other stone we had set last night. Tucked safely away with crowns and jewellery belonging to the many generations of Akinara kings and queens, it will sit there until it’s needed.  
 
    I love you. Crystal’s voice echoes in my mind.  
 
    “No fair,” I say, squeezing my arm around her.  
 
    “What do we call you now?” Fahr asks. “You can’t be bonded to the queen and just be ‘Dylan’. I mean, you would be when it’s just us, like Crystal is. But what about with other people?” 
 
    Crystal sits up and looks at me, her eyes questioning. 
 
    “We haven’t had a chance to talk about it,” I say. “I don’t even know how it works here.” 
 
    “Well you’d better decide,” Kara says. “We’re not far from Kemoor and you’re going to be introducing yourself to a lot of people.” 
 
    “Why don’t you say something to make him really nervous, Kara.” Tarin chuckles.  
 
    “It’s up to you,” Crystal says. “If you want to follow tradition, the terms king and queen are used for both royals and they both take the Akinara name. So, my grandmother was Akinara, but my grandfather took her name. When my parents were bonded, my mother took my father’s name to become an Akinara.” 
 
    “How does it work on Earth?” Kara asks.  
 
    “It depends on the country a little,” I admit. “But usually the woman takes the man’s name.” 
 
    “What if they’re both men?” Fahr asks. 
 
    “Or both women?” Kara adds. 
 
    “Do you mind?” Crystal shoots them a look before turning back to me. “It’s up to you. Obviously, I’m Queen Akinara, but I don’t expect you to be King Akinara if you don’t want to.” 
 
    My mind reels. I’ve still not completely come to terms with the idea that Crystal is a queen, but the idea that I’m technically a king? Nervous laughter starts to bubble in my chest, and I clear my throat. “I don’t think I can handle being called king,” I say honestly. “I haven’t earned it.” 
 
    Crystal tilts her head, the smaller version of her crown resting in her curls glinting as it catches the light. “How exactly did I earn the title of queen?” 
 
    “You’ve trained for it your whole life,” I reply. “You defeated Cadicus. You ended a war. There probably hasn’t been a more deserving queen in generations.” 
 
    “Well said,” Tarin agrees.  
 
    “So, we’re back to the start,” Crystal says. 
 
    “What does everyone call you?” I ask in desperation to the rest of the occupants of the landcraft.  
 
    “Medic Fahr.” 
 
    “Dyja Tarin.” 
 
    “I’m just Kara,” Kara frowns. “Or Askara if it’s a council meeting. Hey. Why don’t I have a title? I should be Lady Askara, right?” 
 
    Crystal laughs and shakes her head. “Yes. If you want, I’ll ensure everyone refers to you as Lady Askara from this point forward.” 
 
    Tarin snorts and Kara kicks at him with her foot. 
 
    “What do they call Jaik?” I ask.  
 
    “Master Bazanat,” Crystal says. “Because his father was an Ambassador, his surname carries more prominence than his first name. Usually first names are used, as you see with the rest of the royal council.” 
 
    I rub my fingers against my temples. “Would it be weird then if I was just Master Dylan?” 
 
    Crystal smiles and shakes her head. “Not at all. Master Dylan sounds good.” 
 
    I sink back on to the seat in relief.  
 
    You will have to come to terms with the king thing at some point, Tarin’s voice echoes in my head. 
 
    I nod in response, looking back out the window as the indigo-blue grass ripples around us. “It almost looks like we’re travelling over the sea,” I comment. 
 
    Tarin frowns. “But the sea is green.” 
 
    I shake my head, about to explain the differences on Earth, when Crystal reaches across me to point at the structures jutting from the horizon.  
 
    “I think we’re almost there,” she says. 
 
    As we draw closer, the structures become clearer, a mix of metal and glass. The settlement spreads across the grasslands, much larger than anything I’d pictured. It’s like a small city. 
 
    “Wow,” I gasp, pressing my face to the window. “How did they build all that so fast?” 
 
    “I guess that’s what happens when you’re granted a second chance,” Fahr observes. 
 
    Kara snorts. “And you have actual supplies instead of an empty rock.” 
 
    I turn back to the nearing city. Talk of Zarbilian always sets me on edge. I spent over a month on that planet—I almost died on that planet—but I never saw it. Not that I have any desire to and I don’t think I’m alone in that sentiment. Even the Zarbilian themselves never want to set foot there again. 
 
    “So, what is Cadya now?” I ask. “She was Commander Kain, right?” 
 
    Crystal nods. “On Zarbilian, yes. Now we’ve created a new city, she’s its ambassador.” 
 
    “Is ambassador higher than commander?” I ask.  
 
    Tarin chuckles. “Are you thinking of changing to Commander Dylan?” 
 
    I wrinkle my nose at him. “I just think it’s probably a good idea that I know this stuff before we get there.” 
 
    “Okay,” Crystal says, squeezing my hand. “I’ll explain in more detail another time, but basically, the planet is split into city regions. Each region is ruled by an ambassador. The ambassadors report to me—to us. Each ambassador chooses their own council to help them with the governing of their region, but all big decisions must be brought to me and my council, which is you guys, Risiki and the other commanders.” 
 
    “Ambassador Dulesh is always around because he’s the ambassador of Stajahl,” Tarin adds. “His office is in the palace. You wouldn’t usually see ambassadors that often.” 
 
    “That’s one of the reasons we’re here today,” Crystal says, leaning past me to look out the window. “Cadya needs to present her proposed council for my approval.” 
 
    “It looks like she’s sent a greeting party,” Tarin observes as the landcraft begins to approach two large boulders marking the entrance to Kemoor. 
 
    Standing beside the rocks are a small group of Dyja, and some other people in traditional robes I don’t recognise. Slowing to a halt, the doors lift open and we step out into the bright sunshine.  
 
    Immediately the crowd drop to their knees before their queen. I almost move to copy, but Crystal squeezes my hand and I realise with a sickening jolt that this is now the way people will greet me too. 
 
    As people rise to their feet, a familiar face steps forward, flowing golden robes highlighting her amber eyes.  
 
    “Your Majesty.” Cadya smiles warmly. Her eyes move to me, taking in my amulet before falling to the bracelets around our wrists. Her eyes widen and she steps forward, embracing us one after the other. “Congratulations! What excellent news! Something else to celebrate on this wonderful occasion.”  
 
    She steps to the others, embracing them each in turn. I raise my eyebrows at her lingering hug with Kara, but before I can mention it to Crystal, Cadya turns and holds out her arm, gesturing at the giant stones. “Welcome to Kemoor.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Crystal replies. “Thank you for such a warm welcome. We are all very excited to see how you’re settling in.” 
 
    “Oh, you think this is the welcome?” Cadya grins, her amber eyes glinting. Turning, she gestures at the small crowd standing in front of the towering boulders.  
 
    Stepping backwards, they part to reveal a trailing line of men, women and children cheering and waving as far as the eye can see. Crystal gasps and I squeeze her hand, leaning to whisper in her ear. 
 
    “See? Best queen ever.” 
 
    Crystal looks up at me and smiles, her eyes shining, and my heart swells with pride.  
 
    “You made all this possible,” Cadya continues, motioning for us to follow her. “If you hadn’t given us another chance, things may have ended very differently.” 
 
    We walk through the boulders and along the line of people cheering so loudly, it’s hard to hear myself think. I glance behind at Tarin, Fahr and Kara, relieved to see their expressions of bewilderment match mine.  
 
    By the time we reach the towering glass government building, my face aches from smiling. Crystal flops down into the nearest chair shaking her head.  
 
    “That was insane,” I say as the doors close behind us, quieting the still roaring crowds.  
 
    “It was certainly something,” Crystal agrees. 
 
    “I’ve arranged for us to have some food, if that suits?” Cadya asks. “But first, I would like to introduce you to my chosen council.” 
 
    “That sounds lovely.” Crystal smiles. “Have you got used to being Ambassador Kain instead of Commander Kain?” 
 
    Cadya throws back her head and laughs, her long dark brown hair almost reaching the floor. “I am indeed. Ambassador has a much calmer, more peaceful ring to it, I think. I have Dyja available to show you to where you’ll be staying, so you can freshen up after your journey if you’d like, or please feel free to take a wander around the grounds. I’ve scheduled a proper tour of the settlement tomorrow, of course. We’ll meet in the next hour, with food afterwards if that’s okay?” 
 
    “Thank you,” Crystal says. “That sounds perfect.” 
 
    Cadya dips a bow and I realise it’s to both of us, before swishing away through a set of doors, two Dyja following close behind. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” I ask. 
 
    “Freshen up,” Tarin and Fahr say at the same time. 
 
    “Same,” Kara agrees. 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. “I was actually just asking my wife.” A small buzz of electricity jolts through my chest at saying the word aloud. “But it’s good to know what you’re all up to.” 
 
    Crystal laughs as the others mumble, escorted away by awaiting Dyja. “I’d actually like to sit in the gardens. If you want to go and freshen up, we can though.”  
 
    “No. It’s fine. The gardens sound perfect.” 
 
    A Dyja steps forward, escorting us to a side door opening out into a small but beautiful garden. He closes the door behind us, and I sigh in relief at the thought of some time alone.  
 
    Running my fingers across a strangely beautiful plant with orange and red flowers, I turn my eyes to the horizon, marvelling at the wide-open grasslands stretching out to the pale green sky. Only two of the moons are visible, but they still cause me to stop and stare every time I see them. A wave of sadness washes over me as I think of my family. My friends. I recorded a holomessage two days ago, which will leave at some point soon, but already the information is out of date. Perhaps it’s best not to tell my mum I’m married. It would probably break her heart. I picture the look of disbelief on Eddie and Jordan’s faces and smile. As soon as the image springs to mind, it fades, replaced by swirling guilt and doubt. I’ve made the decision to never see my mum and sister again. Who does that? My stomach cramps and I wince as the image of my mum and Katie holding each other, sobbing and heartbroken, sears my brain. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Crystal asks.  
 
    I turn to find she’s sitting on a bench made of carved rock, watching me curiously. I move to sit beside her. Even though I know she won’t admit it, I know how worried she is that I’ll change my mind. I refuse to put my guilt on her. “I’m fine,” I lie. “It’s just sensory overload. Everything’s so… different.” Crystal grins and I pull her towards me. “Yes. I now understand how it was for you on Earth.” 
 
    “So, Master Dylan,” she says, trailing her fingers down my chest and across my amulet. “We have an hour. Shall we see if we can get you to toddler level with that amulet?”  
 
    “That’s just mean,” I say, feigning hurt. 
 
    Crystal leans forward, trailing soft kisses along my jaw, pausing before she reaches my lips. “How about, every time you make progress,” she says. “You get a kiss.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. “Now, that’s an incentive.” 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
    Crystal 
 
    As we enter the room, everyone stands. Cadya bows low along with her proposed council members and I incline my head as they straighten. I look around for the umpteenth time, trying to spot Jaik. When he didn’t meet us at the gate, I assumed he would have greeted us at the government building, but there’s still no sign. I start to wonder whether he’s avoiding me, although he won’t be able to for much longer. As part of my royal council, he needs to be here to approve Cadya’s choice. 
 
    The table is a clever design, consisting of a large ring split into four equal segments, each with six seats. It makes it impossible to tell where the ‘head’ of the table is and when we eat later, it will allow servers to move between sections easily. I might have to get this copied in the palace for formal dinners.  
 
    Everyone stands behind their seats, waiting for me to be the first to sit. I do so, with Dylan and Kara at my right and Tarin and Fahr at my left. One seat remains and I search again for Jaik. This time I find him, settling down into his seat beside Cadya on the table segment opposite. I catch his eye and he nods slightly.  
 
    “Welcome, Your Majesties,” Cadya says, rising to her feet. “Thank you for honouring us with your presence today. I would also like to extend my gratitude to your royal council. Without you, Your Majesty, all this would not be possible, and we will be forever grateful.” She bows again with a smile. “May the stars bless you.” 
 
    As the room repeats the phrase, I smile graciously. 
 
    “If it pleases Your Majesties, I would like to formally submit my requests for the council of the newly claimed city of Kemoor,” Cadya continues. “Firstly, as you are already aware, Commander Bazanat.” 
 
    My skin suddenly ice cold, I feel Tarin tense beside me. How is he her Commander?  
 
    Did you know about this? Tarin asks. 
 
    I stare at Jaik questioningly, but he avoids my gaze, keeping his attention focused on Cadya instead. No, I reply. I did not. 
 
    “Secondly,” Cadya continues. “Second Commander Slaith and my advisors, Aiyla Staraya and Nola Bolan.” 
 
    I smile at each one in turn, trying to keep the hurt and confusion from my face. “Excellent submissions, Ambassador Kain. You have chosen a strong team to support the growing city of Kemoor. May I ask, Commander Slaith,” I turn to the fair-haired man to Cadya’s left. “Are you any relation to Ambassador Slaith?” 
 
    “I’m her nephew,” he confirms. “Thanks to you, Your Majesty, I have been able to see my family again.” 
 
    I nod, rising to my feet and moving to the centre of the room as Cadya does the same. This is the moment where I formally approve her council choices. What I really want to do is drag Jaik outside by the neck and demand answers. I won’t do that to Cadya though. She clearly thinks Jaik has already discussed this with me, and I won’t embarrass her at her first official event.  
 
    Joining hands with Cadya, I squeeze her fingers as I take in her nervous smile. “It gives me great pleasure to officially approve your council submissions.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Cadya says, relief flashing across her face. 
 
    Around us, everyone stands, raising their hand in the Starlatten salute.  
 
    “Would you allow me the honour of announcing your bonding?” Cadya whispers, leaning forward. 
 
    My cheeks pinken slightly, but I nod. “If you’d like.” 
 
    “Of course, I would.” She grins. “I’m so happy for you both.” 
 
    Cadya bows low to me once more and we return to our seats. 
 
    “It is also my greatest honour,” Cadya announces, “to be the first city to officially congratulate the queen on her bonding.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, my cheeks pinkening as the room erupts into whispers followed by cheers. Dylan squeezes my hand under the table, and I look at him, no longer caring that the entire room is staring at us. 
 
    A little bit awkward. Dylan says. 
 
    I smile. Yes. And well done. 
 
    It appears you came up with an excellent incentive. Now, where’s my kiss? he asks, eyebrows raised.  
 
    You can save them up for later, I reply with a smile. 
 
    Well, that’s two. Oh wait. Three! 
 
    I jolt from our conversation as people appear at the tables with plates and bowls piled high with food. Rich aromas fill the air and I inhale happily. The room itself is beautiful, with high ceilings adorned with glass panels of different shapes and sizes that shine rainbows of light down upon us.  
 
    Congratulations. 
 
    I look up at Jaik’s voice to find his familiar green eyes staring at me. Anger flares in my gut as I frown at him. So, you are talking to me? 
 
    Why wouldn’t I be talking to you? he asks, accepting a helping of soup from a server.  
 
    I haven’t seen you since we arrived. 
 
    He looks at me again, his face impassive. I was busy. 
 
    Busy? I repeat. Cadya is the Ambassador, and she was there. 
 
    You’re bonded, he says.  
 
    I blink. Is that a statement or a question? 
 
    When did it happen? 
 
    Yesterday, I say. I wanted to tell you in person, but as I said, you didn’t show up. 
 
    Cadya turns to Jaik and they strike up a conversation. My fists ball beneath the table. Only my respect for Cadya stops me from storming over there and sending him flying through a window. 
 
    This isn’t finished, I shout towards him. He flinches but nods at what Cadya is saying. We need to talk about your new job. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Dylan asks, his eyes flitting to the other table.  
 
    “Nothing,” I say, tearing a piece of luffta and dunking it angrily in the thick blue soup that’s been placed in front of me.  
 
    “Hey,” he says, placing a hand on mine. “What did the bread do to you?” 
 
    “Luffta,” I correct. 
 
    He pulls a face. “It’s Jaik isn’t it? What did he say to you?” 
 
    “Nothing.” I sigh and drop the soggy piece of luffta onto my plate. "He’s being weird.” 
 
    “Of course, he’s being weird,” Dylan says. The woman he loves has married—sorry, bonded with—another man. A much, much, better looking man at that. 
 
    I try to fight it, but a smile slips onto my lips.  
 
    That’s also two more kisses, Dylan adds.  
 
    Servers appear once more, this time with cups of deep red, steaming liquid. I accept a cup, sniffing it curiously. “Is this what I think it is?” 
 
    Tarin laughs on my other side. “It is! It’s what we drank at the bar on Zarbilian.” 
 
    “Nightberry wine,” Cadya confirms. “We brought a couple of plants with us, in case we got homesick.” 
 
    Several people burst out laughing at this, raising their cups in salute before taking a sip. Although the taste is pleasant, I can’t help but shudder at the memories it brings flooding back. The dark, the cold, the fear. As my mind finds the image of Dylan’s emaciated body strung up in the cell, I reach down and touch his leg as if to confirm he’s really here. 
 
    As servers move around the tables, clearing the plates of food and refilling the cups of nightberry wine, conversations begin to break off, with people rising to move around the room. Kara is on her feet in an instant, heading towards Cadya’s table. Cadya stands, moving away to talk to her, leaving Jaik alone. I seize the opportunity. 
 
    Outside. Now. 
 
    He lifts his head to look at me, his eyebrows raised. Excuse me? 
 
    Outside. I’m not asking as your friend. I am demanding it as your queen. My fingers tremble with the rage I’ve been holding back throughout the meal as I push back my chair.  
 
    Dylan looks up from his conversation with Fahr. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I say. “I just need to talk to Jaik.” 
 
    “I’m coming too,” Tarin says. “To make sure you don’t kill him.” 
 
    I open my mouth to argue, but then decide it’s probably a good idea. If nothing else, having a uniformed Dyja with me will mean I can move a little more freely. “Fine.” 
 
    Jaik pushes back his chair and walks toward a large glass door leading to a garden similar to the one Dylan and I sat in earlier today. I follow, the cool night air taking me by surprise, but I can’t stop to appreciate it. Instead, I march over to where Jaik stands, Tarin on my heels.  
 
    “Commander?” I demand. “Commander?” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Jaik frowns. “You gave me this job.” 
 
    “You are part of the royal council,” Tarin says, his voice thick with disappointment. “You can’t just run away and take another position without consulting the queen.” 
 
    Jaik folds his arms across his chest, glaring up at Tarin. “I didn’t run away. And I haven’t left the royal council.” 
 
    “Oh really?” I say. “Because it sure as stars looks like it.” 
 
    Jaik just stares at me.  
 
    “Give us a minute,” I say, reaching out to touch Tarin’s arm. “I promise not to kill him.” 
 
    Tarin grunts. “I’ll be just inside if you need me.” 
 
    As the door closes behind him, I turn back to Jaik with a sigh. “Why didn’t you come to meet us?” 
 
    He shrugs. “I honestly don’t know. I was going to and then I thought I’d just meet you here, then I just couldn’t.” 
 
    “Why?” I press. “We’re your friends, Jaik.” 
 
    “I just want a fresh start.” He sighs. “I like Kemoor. I like the job. When she offered me the role on her council, I just said yes. I know I should have spoken to you first.” He looks at me, his green eyes apologetic. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Be her commander,” I say. “You can be an honorary advisor on my council if the need arises. I’d never deny you a fresh start, but when you said you were relocating to Kemoor, I thought you meant until the city was finished. Not, forever.” 
 
    “Miss me already?” he says, a smile tugging at his lips. “You know I saw you yesterday, right?” 
 
    With a wave of my hand, I send a shower of petals in from a nearby plant in his face and he squawks in protest.  
 
    “Did you decide about coming to Zenai?” I ask. 
 
    He looks at me, brushing pale pink petals from his robes. “Is your husband coming?” 
 
    “Does that affect your decision?” 
 
    “No,” Jaik says. “I’m coming either way.” 
 
    Relief floods through me and I blow out a breath. “Good.” 
 
    “I’m trying,” he says quietly. “You know that, right?” 
 
    I nod. “I know.” 
 
    “I really am sorry for not telling you about the council,” he says, his eyes downcast. “I’m just trying to find somewhere I belong.” 
 
    Sitting down on a nearby bench, I motion for Jaik to join me. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I didn’t belong on Earth; I don’t belong in Stajahl. I’m just trying to find somewhere that feels like home.” 
 
    I almost tell him he belongs in Stajahl but swallow the words. I know exactly why he feels like he doesn’t belong there. Dylan’s words in the Starellia Cavern come to me and I smile. “Home doesn’t need to be a physical location, Jaik. Tarin, Kara and I are your home too.” 
 
    We sit in silence for a moment before Jaik stands, offering me his hand. “Come on, your husband will be getting worried.” 
 
    I stare up at him for a moment before sighing and taking his hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the door hisses shut, I fling myself down on the bed in exhaustion. Dylan comes to sit beside me, gently wrestling my crown from where it’s tangled in my curls and placing it on a nearby table.  
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” he asks. 
 
    “Not really.”  
 
    “You know, you can talk to me about him.” Dylan turns the bracelet around my wrist. “I understand how important he is to you.” 
 
    I pull him down beside me and nudge under his arm, resting against his chest. “I don’t want to talk about Jaik. I want to talk about you. How was your evening? Did you enjoy yourself?” 
 
    “I did actually,” he says. “It was a little awkward, but people were really nice. Perhaps it’s because most of them were Zarbilian, so they’re as displaced as me.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I say. “Did Lady Askara enjoy her evening? I don’t think I got a chance to speak to her once.” 
 
    “She seemed to be enjoying herself.” Dylan replies, trailing his fingers up and down my arm. “I didn’t realise her and Cadya were so close.” 
 
    I frown. “What?” 
 
    “Yeah. They were talking and laughing together for most of the evening.” 
 
    I mull this information over. “I suppose, they were sitting next to each other during the Considerations. They must have got to know each other then.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you’re glad that’s over.” Dylan chuckles. 
 
    “I’m scared.” The words escape my lips before I realise I’m thinking them. 
 
    Dylan shifts, rolling me from his chest so we’re face to face. “Scared of what?” 
 
    “Losing this,” I say. “In a lunar cycle, we’ll be on Zenai walking into stars only know what danger.” I reach out and trace a finger along his jaw and across his lips. “What if I lose you again?” 
 
    “You won’t lose me,” he says. “This mission is going to be a well-oiled machine and I’m going to work so incredibly hard with Tomu and the others over the next two weeks on both strength and amulet skills. I want to be able to help, even if it’s just being able to protect myself so you don’t have to worry about me.” 
 
     “Well, you impressed me today,” I say. “Definitely better than a toddler.” 
 
    “I should hope so.” He smiles. “And now, Your Majesty, I’d like to claim my twenty-seven kisses.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
    Crystal 
 
    When we arrive downstairs, Cadya and Jaik are already seated, with Tarin, Fahr and Kara in the same seats from last night. They move to rise, and I flap my hands in front of me.  
 
    “Don’t stand,” I say, wrinkling my nose. “There’s no need for formalities between friends.” In a split-second decision, I tug Dylan’s hand, leading him to Cadya and Jaik’s table. “Do you mind if we join you?” I ask. 
 
    “Of course!” Cadya beams, gesturing to the empty chairs beside her. “Please help yourself to food.” 
 
    Dozens of freshly baked luffta are piled on the tables alongside a huge variety of brightly coloured fresh fruit. “This is quite a feast,” I say, trying to decide where to start. “You are certainly quite the host.” 
 
    Cadya smiles at me. “It’s something I didn’t get much chance to do on Zarbilian. Every day here is a gift.” 
 
    “Speaking of gifts,” I say, filling my plate. “I didn’t get the chance to bring this up last night. Danikai has told me there’s something I should know about Zenai. Do you know anything?” 
 
    “Some gift,” Cadya replies, wrinkling her nose. “I don’t think he ever mentioned it to me. No one really mentioned Zenai, not after my brother left.” 
 
    Jaik visibly tenses on Cadya’s other side and I look away, not wanting to draw attention to him.  
 
    “I was really hoping you might know something we don’t,” I continue. “If this is a plan twenty-eight orbits in the making, we could be walking into anything.” 
 
    Cadya puts her cup down on the table with a clatter. “You’re going to Zenai?” 
 
    “Danikai said that if I don’t, innocent blood will be spilled.” I explain. “It hasn’t left us with much choice.” 
 
    “It’s left us with plenty of choice,” Jaik says, breaking a piece of luffta into pieces. “But we all know you like to go running into the fire head on.” 
 
    Cadya’s mouth falls open at Jaik’s tone, but before I can say anything, Dylan speaks up.  
 
    “Crystal will do anything to protect the people she loves, whether that be her friends or her subjects.” Dylan holds Jaik’s stare, his expression calm. “It’s not a quality to be scoffed at.” 
 
    “That’s the nice way of saying it,” Tarin adds. “If you disrespect your queen again, you’ll have to deal with me.” 
 
    Jaik glares at him before returning his gaze to me. “Sorry.” 
 
    I turn my attention back to Cadya, who is staring at Jaik as though he’s grown a second head. “According to my Commander in Chief, there is no longer anyone alive who’s set foot on Zenai. The shipments are made using automated crafts.” 
 
    Cadya nods. “How can I help?”  
 
    “I’m glad you asked.” I smile. “I’m certain the Itticans will either be on Zenai or in its orbit. We don’t want to be at a disadvantage like last time, so I was hoping we could use the surrendered weapons and enlist some of your best soldiers to help train the Dyja we’re assembling for our force.” 
 
    “Of course,” Cadya agrees. “Anything you need. I’ll ask whether any want to join your force, if you’d like?”  
 
    Relief sweeps through me as I nod. “That would be wonderful, thank you.” 
 
    “I admire your dedication,” she says, lifting her cup of tea in salute. “It takes a lot of courage to take responsibility for the messes left behind by your family.” 
 
    I can’t be sure, but I swear she glances at Jaik.  
 
    A rumble sounds outside followed by shouts and I tense, glancing at Dylan then Cadya. I’m already halfway to my feet when the doors fly open and Risiki storms in, Boshi behind him with another Dyja dressed in the black robes of the detainment units. Risiki’s face is redder than usual, his expression frantic. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. My heart pounds as my fingers grip the table in front of me. 
 
    Risiki comes to a stop in front of us. “It’s Danikai.” 
 
    My stomach rolls. “What’s happened?” 
 
    If he’s escaped… Beside me, Dylan places his hand over mine.  
 
    “We found him first thing this morning,” Risiki explains. “He’s dead.” 
 
    I sink back into my seat in stunned silence. “Dead?” 
 
    “How?” Dylan asks.  
 
    “This is why I brought Dyja Stalto with me.” Risiki beckons the black robed Dyja forward. “He was the one to find him this morning. I think it’s best if you see for yourself.” 
 
    Dyja Stalto kneels before us, pulling his hood to his shoulders and bowing his head. I step around the table to him, placing my hand on his short blonde hair. My amulet warms against my thumping heart and I send the purple energy downwards, searching for answers. 
 
    Danikai’s cell is dark, as usual. I watch as Dyja Stalto presses his palm to a small panel on the wall. It glows red and the shimmering wall holding the Ittican commander prisoner flickers. Stalto steps forward, a tray of food in his hands. As soon as he steps over the line, I see it. Stalto freezes, placing the tray down on the floor as he sees it too. A long trickle of black liquid reaching out from the shadows in the darkest part of the cell. A dark green glow emanates from the Dyja’s amulet, chasing the shadows away. My hands fly to my mouth, vomit rising in my throat as I see Danikai slumped against the wall, his throat coated in black blood, his onyx eyes open and staring. 
 
    Stalto drops to his side, checking for signs of life. He hovers his hands to try and heal him, but it’s too late. The blood trailing down his body has already begun to dry. This happened hours ago. A snapped food tray lies discarded beside Danikai, the jagged edge painted with blood. I stare at his lifeless body, slumped against the wall. A life sentence in this hole was obviously too much to bear. Guilt washes over me and I shudder. Is this what he meant? Is his blood on my hands?  
 
    Beside me, Dyja Stalto stands and turns, his glowing amulet dispersing more shadows. Something catches my eye and I turn, stumbling backwards as I realise what I’m seeing. A series of strange symbols are scrawled across the wall in blood, dark trails descending from each mark like roots.  
 
    I withdraw the energy, removing my hand with a gasp. Stepping back, I double over, nausea threatening to empty my stomach. Dylan’s arms find my waist and I lean into him, wishing I could scrape the image of Danikai’s slumped body from my mind. Dyja Stalto stands as Risiki meets my terror-stricken expression before turning to Cadya. 
 
    “Do you or any of your people read Ittican?” he asks. 
 
    Dylan places a hand on my trembling arm. “What’s happening?” 
 
    Still unable to speak, I send my thoughts to my council. He slit his own throat with a broken food tray, I explain, my voice trembling even in my mind. Before he died, he wrote a message on the wall, in his own blood. 
 
    Dylan’s grip tightens on my arm and I swallow. Whatever those symbols mean, it can’t be good. 
 
    “I can read Ittican,” Cadya offers. “The Itticans were on Zarbilian for most of my life.” 
 
    Risiki nods and closes his eyes, casting a small glimmering sphere into the space in front of us. The wall appears, just as it had in Dyja Stalto’s memory. Cadya steps forward, squinting at the image  
 
    “It says ‘whose blood is next?’” Cadya steps back with a shudder. 
 
    “What do you want to do, Your Majesty?” Risiki asks as his memory sphere dissipates.  
 
    I lean back against the table, Dylan’s arm moving to the small of my back, anchoring me. “Nothing has changed,” I say. “We leave in two weeks.” 
 
    Risiki exhales and I realise he was most likely thinking I would want to leave right away. I admit, the thought did cross my mind, but I wouldn’t be so reckless as to put the lives of so many in danger. We need every second of the next two weeks to prepare for what’s to come. 
 
    After more discussion with Cadya regarding logistics, Risiki and the Dyja return to the capital. The commander tried to convince us to leave with him, but I don’t want to let the people of Kemoor down when I know how excited they are about showing me their emerging city. Whether we leave now or tonight, it won’t change anything.  
 
    As the breakfast things are cleared up around us, Dylan tugs at my hand, his golden-brown eyes searching mine. Are you okay? 
 
    It’s my fault he’s dead. I admit. I put him in that cell. 
 
    Dylan frowns. How can you think that? He murdered your parents. He almost killed me. The fact that you let him live is more mercy than he deserved.  
 
    I flinch at his words, but I know what he means. He said that the spilt blood would be on my hands. Do you think he knew then, that he was going to kill himself? 
 
    Dylan shakes his head. Even if he did, it doesn’t matter. You wouldn’t have been able to stop him. This is not on you. His blood is not on your hands.  
 
    I nod, but I’m far from convinced.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As the fading white sunstar sets in a stunning display of dark green and orange against the distant unfamiliar flat horizon, I thank Cadya for the thousandth time for her hospitality.  
 
    “The tour today was just spectacular,” I say. “I never dreamed I’d have the opportunity to witness the birth of a new city. The pride everyone has in their new home is incredible.” 
 
    Cadya smiles proudly, a large crowd gathering behind her to wave us off. “I’ve honestly never been happier. Thank you so much for coming to visit us.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure.” I take her hands in mine. “The troops will arrive tomorrow for their training. I’ll be back in a few days too.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.” Cadya squeezes my hands before turning to bid farewell to the rest of the team.  
 
    “I’ll see you soon I guess,” Jaik says, stepping forward. “Sorry I made your visit so awkward. Although Danikai definitely won the last round.” 
 
    I ignore his comment. “Have you told Cadya that you’re coming to Zenai?” I ask, knowing full well he hasn’t. 
 
    He sighs. “I will. Tonight.” 
 
    “Make sure you do.” 
 
    He stares at me for a moment before nodding and moving on to give Dylan an equally awkward handshake.  
 
    I shake my head and climb into the landcraft, filled with gifts from the residents of Kemoor. Dylan climbs in after, followed by Tarin and Fahr. I watch as Cadya and Kara say their goodbyes. 
 
    See what I mean? Dylan says. 
 
    I have to admit I do as I watch their fingers linger together as Cadya laughs at something Kara says. Well, I never. 
 
    Moments later, Kara climbs aboard, instantly freezing at the grins on our faces.  
 
    “What?” she asks. 
 
    “Nothing.” I smile. “Come on, let’s go home.” 
 
    As the door closes, I inhale deeply, allowing the grass-laden scent to fill my senses one last time before I raise my hand in the Starlatten salute to the crowd, who wave and salute in response.  
 
    Dylan puts his arm around my shoulder, and I snuggle into his chest, my fingers tracing the thick twists of his bracelet. Beside us, Fahr and Tarin adopt a similar pose, staring out the window as the sky dims to darkness. Kara stretches out on the opposite seat, her head resting on a blanket somebody gifted us. 
 
    Are you okay? Dylan asks.  
 
    Not really. I reply. You? 
 
    I have you, he says. How could I be anything other than perfect? 
 
    I love you. I smile. 
 
    Dylan nuzzles my neck. More than every speck of stardust. 
 
    The landcraft hums into life, speeding toward the horizon and I look out the window, up at the evening sky as stars begin to appear above us.  
 
    It’s not on you, Dylan says, sensing my lingering tension. Danikai did this to get to you, you know. It’s his final revenge. Don’t let him win.  
 
    Pulling Dylan’s arms tighter around me, I try to push the guilt away. However, as the sky fades to black, my friends drifting to sleep around me as Dylan’s heartbeat slows to a peaceful thump against my ear, I can’t help but wonder, whose blood will be spilt next.  
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