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  Chapter one
Destination: the Micros Galaxy


Sigsbee’s Training Session  
“We need to make sure you’re prepared for the Emperor’s Ball,” Sigsbee shouted across the training room to his students in weapon training. Charms watched as Ivo and Elias sprinted across the training grounds carrying bows and arrows, their feet pounding the dirt in unison. Sigsbee’s commanding voice echoed, “Faster, faster, FASTER!” 
They skidded to a stop before a wooden target, their bows ready. 
Sigsbee yelled, “Eyes closed, shoot!” 
Ivo and Elias squeezed their eyes shut, drew back their strings, and released them. The arrows thudded into the target mere inches apart.
Next, it was Charms’ turn to aim from a long distance. She had developed a skill akin to snipers to use any weapon further away than the boys. She shot her arrow across the room right in the middle of the target. 
“Great job, Charms!” Sigsbee applauded.
Sigsbee approached his students. "Now, students, I know some of you may think that the Emperor's Ball is just a frivolous excuse for the galaxy's elite to dress up and mingle. But I assure you, it is much more than that."
Ivo: "What do you mean, Professor?"
Professor Sigsbee: "The Emperor's Ball is a crucial event in the galactic calendar. It's a time for dignitaries and ambassadors to forge alliances, negotiate trade agreements, and discuss matters of intergalactic importance."
Charms raised her hand. "And what about the performances, Professor? I've heard the ball features some of the most talented artists in the galaxy."
Sigsbee nodded. "Ah, yes! That is true, but we are more interested in your performance as they are indeed the highlight of the evening. You will all have to show your skills in your chosen area. But remember, as students of the Emperor’s research vessel, you will be expected to conduct yourselves with the utmost dignity and respect. This is not a social event to be taken lightly." 
Elias: "We understand, Professor. We'll be on our best behavior."
Professor Sigsbee: "I expect nothing less. Now, let's review the etiquette and protocol for the evening..." 
After that part was finished, they moved on to the sword-fighting arena. Clashing steel rang out as they parried and riposted, their movements a blur. Sigsbee watched, eyes narrowed, “More precision, Elias! Ivo, your footwork is sloppy!”
The morning sun beat down on them as they transitioned to the shooting range. Pistols fired, and bullets hit their marks. Ivo and Elias moved on to the grenade launchers, loading and firing with practiced ease.
Suddenly, tiny bugs whirred through the air, homing in on Ivo and Elias. They dodged and weaved, avoiding the explosive projectiles. Sigsbee shouted, “Incoming!” and a barrage of arrows, knives, and pistols fired in their direction.
Ivo and Elias leaped and spun, avoiding the hail of projectiles. When the dust settled, Sigsbee approached, eyes blazing, “You call that perfect? Try again, and this time, don’t miss!”

Akka’s Studies
Akka was the worst one of the professors, requiring almost everyone to join her experiments regardless of how much time they took. Akka stormed into the classroom, her long white coat billowing behind her and her eyes blazing with intensity. “Today, we’re going to explore the art of spyware!” she announced, tossing a small device to Ivo. “Plant this bug in the ventilation system. Now!”
Ivo sprinted to the vent, the device in his hand. Elias covered him, eyes scanning the room for any signs of detection. Ivo dropped the bug into the vent and sealed it shut as Akka shouted, “Time’s up!”
Next, Akka led them to a large mirror. “Your body is a weapon,” she declared, her eyes glinting. “Your eyes can distract, your ears can listen, your teeth can bite, and your skin... your skin can conceal secrets.”
She grasped Elias’s arm, her fingers digging deep. “Watch closely,” she whispered and began to write a message on her forearm. The words appeared, invisible to the naked eye but glowing under the black light she shone on them.
Akka’s eyes searched the room and latched on Silas, who avoided eye contact. 
She commanded, “Silas, come here and find a way to read this.”
Silas blushed, stood up, and walked slowly to the front. 
Akka held her arm in front of him. “What do you see?“Nothing, ma’am,” Silas muttered quietly.
“Figure out how to read it!” Akka’s voice sounded impatient.
Shrugging, Silas’s gaze darted around the room and met Ivo’s. He gestured to the little bottles on Akka’s desk.
Silas moved closer to the table and viewed the bottles. He held out his hand and took a pink bottle. But, as soon as he grabbed it, Akka scoffed. “Go back to your seat. You failed.” 
Silas’s shoulders slumped, and he walked back to his seat. 
Akka viewed the room. “Who paid any attention to the class last week? We went through this during the class.” Her gaze connected with Ivo’s. 
“Ivo, come here.”
Ivo stood up. He went directly to the desk and picked out a large, skinny bottle. Turning to face Akka, he said, “You use the fumes of this flower, Acatia Ovularis, to reveal the secret message.”
“Correct!” Akka looked pleased. Lifting her gaze, she said, Professor Sigsbee: "Pay attention, students. We have only a few more days before the Emperor's Ball. I want to remind you all that this is not a social event. It's a high-stakes mission that requires your utmost focus and skill."
Ivo asked: "What do you mean, Professor? What kind of danger can we expect?"
Akka replied, "The Emperor's Ball is a hotbed of intrigue and deception. Spies, assassins, and power-hungry dignitaries will surround you. One misstep could be disastrous."
Penelope raised her hand. "And what's our objective, Professor?"
Akka glimpsed her. "Your mission is to demonstrate your espionage skills. Gather intelligence, identify potential threats, and prove yourselves as valuable assets to our emperor. This is not a night for entertainment or socializing. You're there to work.
She glanced at the clock on the wall and added, “You are dismissed… all except Silas.” 
As Silas looked up, Akka announced, “You will proceed to the Moon Facility... to clean the rooms.” Silas nodded, gathered his belongings, and followed the other students out of the classroom.
Though he suspected this assignment was a punishment for his recent failure, Silas was secretly thrilled. He had been eager to explore the Moon Facility, hoping to uncover the location of the prisoners being held there. This task might just provide the perfect opportunity. 
So far, he had only managed to rescue Aleesha and organize the two main research rooms. The vast, unexplored areas of the facility beckoned him, with their numerous hallways and rooms waiting to be searched. However, innumerable guards patrolled the facility, ever vigilant. They would never permit Silas to wander freely without a valid reason. Undeterred, Silas focused on getting to know the guards and their routines, gathering information that might aid him in his quest to locate the remaining prisoners. He greeted them and let them get used to his presence as Akka’s little helper.
Silas trudged through the moon facility, his cleaning cart rattling behind him. Akka’s research rooms were a maze of cluttered shelves and scattered papers. He worked quickly, trying to stay focused, but his mind drifted to the prisoners he had yet to visit. 
Silas scrubbed the tables, the acrid smell of Akka’s latest experiment lingering in the air. A puddle of mysterious liquid had spilled, leaving a sticky residue behind. As he wiped it clean, a spark of hope ignited within him. Maybe today will be the day, he thought, his eyes darting towards the restricted areas of the moon facility where the prisoners were kept.
As he finished cleaning the last room, Akka appeared, her eyes narrowing. “Time to leave, Silas,” she said, her voice firm. “Return to the Tower through the portal. Now.”
Silas hesitated, hoping to find an excuse to linger, but Akka’s gaze was unyielding. He wanted to see more of the research base, but knowing Akka’s temper, he did not argue with her. He reluctantly made his way to the portal, the moon facility’s secrets slipping further out of his grasp.

Hydrangea’s Classes
Penelope crept through the dense underbrush of the artificial rainforest inside the Tower spaceship, her eyes scanning the forest floor for the rare, venomous spider Hydrangea had assigned her to collect. She pounced, her gloved hand swooping down to snare the deadly creature.
Hydrangea beamed with pride as Penelope presented her with the spider. “Excellent work, Penelope! Your grasp of lethal insects is unmatched.”
But as Penelope smiled, a wave of dizziness washed over her. She stumbled, her vision blurring. Hydrangea’s concerned voice seemed to come from far away. “Penelope, are you alright? You don’t look well.”
Penelope forced herself to nod, desperate to keep her secret hidden. “I’m fine, just a little...tired.” 
Penelope’s pale skin and the dark circles under her eyes were becoming increasingly difficult to hide. She turned away, hoping to conceal the illness that had begun to rack her body.

      [image: image-placeholder]As the days passed, Penelope’s condition worsened. Her hands trembled as she reached for the delicate but venomous Ice Rose bloom. Once deft and sure, they felt numb and unresponsive. The flower slipped from her grasp, shattering on the stone floor.
Hydrangea’s eyes narrowed. “Penelope, what’s wrong? You’re not focused.” 
“I’m just tired.” 
Penelope’s face burned as she apologized, but the mistakes continued. She stumbled over her own feet, and her usual pinpoint accuracy with the poisonous plants began to falter.
Her friends exchanged worried glances. “Hey, Penelope, you okay?” Violetta asked as they walked back to the dormitories. “You seem...off.” 
“I’m fine.” Penelope brushed past her, moving on to the next task.

      [image: image-placeholder]Violetta’s eyes narrowed as she watched Penelope effortlessly coax a venomous snake from its enclosure. She wanted to be the best, and now she was jealous.
Hydrangea smiled, nodding in approval. “Excellent work, Penelope.”
Violetta’s face twisted in a scowl. She stormed over to the nearby workbench, snatching up a container of deadly spiders. “I’ll show her,” Violetta muttered to herself, her hands grabbing the jar lid.
Oblivious to the tension, Penelope continued to work with the snake, her hands moving with gentle precision. 
Violetta’s eyes flashed with anger as Hydrangea praised Penelope again. With a sudden, swift motion, Violetta opened the jar and released the deadly spiders onto the workbench. She made sure that no one saw her doing it on purpose.
And then the screams started. 
The classroom erupted into chaos as the spiders scurried across the surface. 
Violetta looked smug but quickly changed her expression, worried, lifting her hand over her mouth. 
Penelope’s eyes widened as she swiftly reacted, using her knowledge to corral the spiders safely. She coaxed them closer, grabbed a spider by the back before it could bite, carried it into the work area, and placed it into the jar. 
Hydrangea’s gaze went around the room and finally met Violetta’s. Something in her look told her that she had something to do with the chaos. “Did you do it on purpose? Or are you just clumsy?”
Violetta lowered her gaze. “I’m sorry, professor.”
Hydrangea gestured to the other students to start collecting the insects. “Follow Penelope’s example. We have to catch all of these spiders. We don’t want them running around and having more babies.”
Violetta’s face darkened, her competitiveness boiling over into resentment. The air was tense as the two girls locked eyes, the unspoken challenge hanging between them like a dare.
She went to help with the spider-collecting task while Hydrangea moved closer to Penelope. “You look pale. I hope the spider didn’t bite you.” 
Penelope forced a smile. “No, I’m just exhausted.” But the concern on Hydrangea’s face told her she wasn’t fooling anyone. 
Penelope knew this would have been a great time to tell her mentor what was wrong, but instead, she remained tight-lipped, unable to reveal the truth about her illness. The weight of her secret threatened to crush her, but she pressed on, determined to maintain the illusion of perfection. 

Arriving at the Orbit of Planet Midros
After a few hours of more training, the large spacecraft was finally in orbit, circling the planet, and the professors let the students have some time off. 
When the students left the training area, Sigsbee told Ivo, “Ivo, you’ll join us on the planet tour.” 
“Oh, okay, sure.” Ivo paused by the doorway. “Who else is coming?”
“Just me, Figs, and Penelope.”
“Why me? Why not Elias or Charms?” 
Sigsbee scrutinized Ivo for a moment before speaking. “Figs and I think a trip to the old city might jog your memory. We’ll visit the university building and the market square – both are central locations that might spark something.” He held the door open, gesturing for Ivo to follow him into the hallway. “Charms declined to join us, and we can’t risk bringing Elias due to the unpredictable effects of the different atmosphere and temperature on the Bloodsucker.”
“Oh, right, I didn’t think about the Bloodsucker.” 
“Get freshened up. We’ll be departing in an hour.”
Ivo headed back to his quarters, where he showered and changed into fresh clothes.
When he was ready, he went to the window and gazed outside. And we are finally here, Ivo thought, viewing the approaching planet Midros, his eyes drawn to the shapes and swirls of the surface: water, forest, and mountains.
Is this the place I once called home? This was the main question in his mind. Midros was the seat of the old kingdom’s power, where the monarch and his heir resided. If he was indeed the rightful successor, wouldn’t this planet hold some spark of familiarity? Would it evoke some fragments of memory? 
He strained his mind, seeking any glimmer of recognition. The planet didn’t make him remember anything new. However, if he had escaped the emperor’s clutches as a child, he might not have recalled what Midros looked like from a distance. 
Would the landscape, the architecture, or the streets trigger a flood of recollections and restore the lost memories? Ivo’s heart quickened with anticipation and trepidation. What will I find here? Answers, or only more questions?

      [image: image-placeholder]With their departure time approaching, Ivo made his way to the entrance of the first floor, where the rest of the landing party awaited. Sigsbee, Figs, and Penelope turned to greet him as he arrived, and Ivo nodded in response, his eyes meeting theirs briefly.
Ivo looked impatient but was not enthusiastic about exploring the surface. He was more concerned about finding something new about his past there. Modestly, he knew Sigsbee chose to invite him because he had secret weapons stashed inside his knee, and they might face a threat where they would need those. His fingers stroked the soft fabric of his brand-new black uniform and butter-scotch-colored leather satchel over his shoulder, nothing like the worn-out one he had on Earth. 
“Hello,” Ivo greeted Penelope, who nodded. His eyes met Penelope’s, and he furrowed his brows. 
He couldn’t help but notice her fragile appearance. Her skin was like translucent porcelain, and her slender frame seemed to fade into the background. Her bangs fell like a curtain of darkness over her eyes, casting a perpetual shadow. And always, without fail, she wore gloves – a peculiar habit that she picked up during the last months. Did she get stung by one of the ugly bugs Hydrangea makes her use in her experiments? Ivo wondered. Anyhow, Ivo thought, I should ask her what was wrong. I’ve been too busy in training to check out my closest friends and how they are coping. Something is off, and she’s not telling me or the others. We were her friends back when we lived in the subway tunnel in New York, suffering and hungry, and I had hoped we would stay friends here, too. 






  
  Chapter two
During the Flight  


Sigsbee opened the hatch, and a shuttle was waiting for us in the cargo area. He sat on the pilot’s seat and waited for everyone to get inside.  
This spaceship keeps changing the rooms and the areas, Ivo thought. I’ve never seen a cargo area here. Is that shuttle made of the same material as the main spacecraft, he wondered, as he walked closer to the black shuttle with green stripes on the side. It looked more like a big black beetle than a space shuttle to him. 
He climbed inside after Sigsbee and Figs. The instructors sat in the front seat driving the shuttle, whereas Ivo and Penelope sat in the back seat.   
“Are you feeling sick?” Ivo whispered to Penelope when the shuttle left the main spacecraft, zooming out into the dark space. 
“Why do you ask?” Penelope glanced at him and then returned her eyes to the window and the view of space with the two suns, one smaller red and one larger yellow one, and the approaching planet. The clouds swirled over the planet, but they could see different colors on the surface, like blue water and green forest areas. She was interested in seeing the capital city called New Atlantis. Figs had taught them about Midros and its history, and she knew that the buildings were built of the sparkling sand of the planet Tribus. She had heard that the buildings glittered in the sunlight. 
Ivo didn’t let go. He was concerned about her health. “I only asked because you don’t look healthy. You’re pale and skinny.” Ivo faced Penelope. 
Penelope blushed. “I’ve been busy. That’s all.” She avoided the truth. “You know the last exams, the emperor’s ball, and all that.”
Ivo nodded. “Yeah, we have been practicing showing our skills in different weapons. Elias had some difficulties with some of the weapons because of the Bloodsucker on his left shoulder. He can’t use anything that requires holding on to something on the shoulder like a missile launcher is hard for him.”
“Yes, he mentioned that to me too,” Penelope said. “However, he’s lucky to be alive. If we can find him medicine, then he can give up the Bloodsucker.” She sighed. “That plant saved his life. If Hydrangea had not invented it, Elias would be dead by now.”
“I know.” Ivo glanced outside. The shuttle was approaching the planet fast. He could already see the building structures below them and thought it was the capital city. He had no memory of being here before. 
“Why didn’t Elias and Silas join us?” Penelope asked.
“Silas had the cleaning duty on the Moon Facility, and Elias was not allowed to come because of the Bloodsucker. It’s a delicate plant, and Hydrangea wanted to ensure that it would not suddenly suffer from different temperatures or air pressure. If the Bloodsucker died, then Elias would die too,” Ivo replied. Ivo had wanted Elias to be with them but understood his decision to stay behind.  When they learn more about the Bloodsucker and what it can endure, Elias could visit the planets with them. 
“Silas has done miracles with Aleesha,” Penelope commented. “She can walk normally with her crystal feet. She does not break her toes as often as before. Remember when Silas brought her to the Tower? She was afraid of taking any steps, and now she walks like anyone else.”
“Yeah, she trusts Silas,” Ivo commented.  
“She still must dance,” Penelope added. 
Ivo’s face turned dark. “Yes, I know. The Imperial Ball is soon, and she still needs to dance there and show her skills in killing something or someone.  She doesn’t want to kill anyone.”






  
  Chapter three
The Landing 


Figs turned to the students. “On your right, you’ll see the capital city, the emperor’s palace, which used to be the king's and royal family's residence.” 
Ivo quickly leaned to the window and viewed the palace. It had towers, turrets, and many different buildings attached to it. It was more like a sparkling complex of medieval castles with bridges connecting one another. “It’s a huge complex.”
Figs nodded. “Yes, the emperor added extra buildings for his closest generals and advisors. He wants to keep his servants in different buildings. Only the middle castle is reserved for the emperor himself.”
“This castle did not look like this when the royal family lived there, did it?” Ivo asked. 
“No, it’s a much larger sprawling structure than ever before,” Figs admitted. He viewed Ivo curiously and asked, “Have you had another prophecy of the future or vision of the past?”
Ivo shook his head. “No, I was just curious.”
Figs pointed at the left. “There’s the previous university building where we used to work. It’s now transformed into a weapon facility.”
Sigsbee winced. 
“Ahead, you see the market square where you can buy anything from any other planet of this empire,” Sigsbee commented. 
“Are we landing at all?” Penelope asked. “I’d like to see the market.” 
“We’ll land soon, and then we'll let you look around by yourself in the market, and we can even visit the palace if you like,” Sigsbee commented.
“That would be great,” Penelope replied, tossing her long black hair behind her back. 
“We have credit in the capital city, so if you need to buy anything, then take one of us with you and we’ll get it for you,” Figs said.
“I was going to look for something for the Imperial Ball. I need something for my costume,” Penelope replied. 
“What is that you need?” Figs asked.
“I need more gloves,” Penelope replied quickly. She wore gloves even now.
Ivo frowned. Penelope had never worn gloves back in New York. Has she contracted a disease or burned her hands? She has been around the alien creatures and plants, so they could have given her something that she does not want to show us, Ivo thought.
Penelope saw Ivo’s glance toward her hands and folded her arms across her chest. 
“We’ll land in a minute, so grab the handles and hold tight. We might have a bit of turbulence closer to the surface,” Sigsbee said. The shuttle landed on the water, and he drove it toward the shoreline. The capital city rose behind the beach. “We had to land further away because we don’t want to interfere in the capital area.” 
“Are there restrictions for shuttles?” Ivo asked.
“Yes, if we want to land in the center or near the palace, we’d have to ask special permission. Getting it will take a long time, and it’s usually denied. The emperor and his soldiers don’t like anyone coming near the palace with any airplane, shuttle, or vehicle that uses roads. He’s cautious because of the recent news of the uproars on different planets.” Sigsbee unbuckled his harness while he spoke. 
“The emperor is afraid of a new coup or that the resistance would attack the castle,” Penelope commented.
“Yes, you’re correct,” Sigsbee replied and then faced the other students. “Are you ready to leave the shuttle and go explore?” He opened the doors. 
“Yes,” Ivo and Penelope replied simultaneously. They had also unbuckled, and when Sigsbee opened the doors, they climbed out after the instructors. Sigsbee closed the doors outside. 






  
  Chapter four
After The Landing 


Penelope grabbed Ivo by the arm and whispered, “Are you sure it’s safe for you to visit the market? What if someone recognizes you?” 
“I can’t help if that happens. It could happen anywhere anytime.” Ivo took a deep breath. He was worried about that, too. He knew his bone tattoo would alert him if his father was close, but he didn’t hope to find him here. His father was imprisoned if he was alive, and the emperor had probably sentenced him to some prison planet. Ivo had not asked his instructors where the old king could be. He had considered doing that, but then it would create more questions about why he was interested in the royal family, so he’d given up asking that for now. However, if the topic of the royal family came up, then maybe he could turn the discussion to their current whereabouts.
“You’ve grown up since you left this planet,” Penelope whispered. “I don’t think you look the same.” She turned to Figs and asked, “How many years ago the coup was?”
Figs raised his eyebrows. “Let me think. I think it’s closer to seven years,” he said, asking Sigsbee, “Am I correct?”
Sigsbee looked pensive. “Yes, about that.” 
Figs turned to Penelope and asked, “Why do you ask?”
She smiled. “I was just curious how much this city has changed since the emperor took over.” She paused and then asked, “What happened to the royal family after the coup?”
Figs tilted his head and pushed his thick-framed glasses higher up on his nose. “The queen died soon after the coup. The king was arrested when he tried to escape through the secret tunnels under the palace. And the son, his heir, no one knows what happened to him. It’s a mystery. The emperor promised a huge reward if someone brought the son to him, but no one ever did. His troops tried to chase after the heir, but they lost him.” He sighed. “No one knows if the heir is still alive or if he is dead.”
“What was his name?” Penelope asked. She’d like to know if Ivo would recall his name when he heard it, but she wasn’t sure if that would happen.
“Riven,” Figs replied after giving it a thought. “I think that’s what it was.”
“Riven,” Ivo repeated. He liked it. It was close to Ivo, so perhaps it was fitting. He still didn’t recognize it as his name, He wondered how long the amnesia would last. 
Penelope waited for his reaction, but Ivo shook his head. The disappointment was clear on Penelope’s face.
They strolled after the instructors along the shoreline, heading to the outskirts of the capital city and the market that spread along the main streets. Penelope was excited to go shopping. 
As they walked toward the first market streets, Ivo noticed the signs of a past battle: bullet holes on the walls and some larger holes made of missiles or grenades. He caught Sigsbee and asked, “Was there a fight?” He pointed at the explosion holes in the walls. 
Sigsbee nodded. “Yes, the resistance fought hard against the emperor after the coup. They used missiles and rifles, but the emperor was too powerful, and his soldiers were more ruthless than the resistance, and they didn’t mind killing people.”
“Is there any resistance left?” Ivo asked.
“I don’t know,” Sigsbee replied truthfully. “I have not been here for months. We travel from one planet to another and haven’t really kept up with the latest news of the capital city.”






  
  Chapter five
At the Market 


Penelope saw a booth with silk and chiffon scarves, breezy dresses, and butterfly-sleeve shirts, and disappeared between the hanging clothes.  
Ivo and the professors looked around to see if the nearby booths had anything interesting for them to browse while Penelope was shopping as they didn’t want to leave her behind. Both teachers were chatting and walking slowly toward the end of the aisle, where they saw a booth with local drinks, spices, and dishes. They stopped there and looked at the items offered in the booth. 
Penelope came out of the store and said, “I want to get a couple of pairs of gloves and scarves. They are gorgeous. Can you get either Sigsbee or Figs to pay for my items?” 
“Sure, I’ll go,” Ivo offered and walked ahead to catch up with the teachers. Figs returned to the clothes booth with him, and he paid for Penelope’s purchase. Then, they all returned to the booth where Sigsbee sampled some locally brewed drinks. The shopkeeper was an elderly man in his seventies, and when he saw Ivo, he furrowed his brows and then cocked his head and lifted his glasses higher on his nose as if he was not sure if he recognized Ivo or not. “Are you—,” he started, then shook his head and replied to himself, “No, you can’t be. You have similar features, but you can’t be him.”
“Who?” Sigsbee asked staring at the shopkeeper. 
Figs looked interested in this conversation too as his eyes stared at the owner of the booth.
“I thought this boy looked familiar, but then I realized that it’s not possible. He reminded me of the old king back in the days before he got married and when he used to walk these aisles and shop around. I met him several times back then. That was before the new emperor arrived and overthrew the royal family from power.” He paused and added, “But that was forty years ago when I saw the young king last time.” The shopkeeper turned to face Ivo and said, “Your facial structure and your features remind me of him, that’s all. You can’t be him because he’s an old man now.”
“Yes, that’s true,” Ivo quickly said and tried to avoid Sigsbee’s and Figs’s curious stares. “Can you tell me more about the old king?” He had to ask that because he had no memories, and he didn’t know his father at all. He wasn’t even sure if the old king was his father. “What was his name?”
The shopkeeper looked pensive and then said, “Come to the backroom. We’ll have more privacy to chat there, and you can also sample my dishes and drinks. I brew these drinks all by myself. Some have ginger, some cinnamon, and honey.” He opened the curtain that separated the backroom from the booth and kept it open for the visitors. Sigsbee, Figs, and the students went inside while the shopkeeper closed the booth and hung a sign in front. The sign had a text: I’ll be back soon. 
“Please, sit,” the shopkeeper said, pulling out folded chairs for each one to sit on. “My name is Cairon. I’ve had this booth here for decades, and my father before that.”
He turned his eyes to Ivo, and said, “You look remarkably like the old king when he was your age. It’s an uncanny resemblance.” Ivo looked uncomfortable and was about to say something when Cairon commented, “I know you can’t be related to the old king because the emperor killed the queen Arianna and imprisoned the king. His name was Kasper. He had a son, but the rumor said he was killed at the same time as Queen Arianna was. So, what I’m saying is that you can’t be the missing heir, because he’s not alive.” His eyes stared at Ivo as if trying to convince Ivo that he couldn’t be the missing heir.
Ivo nodded slowly. “I know the royal family is gone, but I would still like to know more about them.”
“Kasper was a fair, gentle, and generous ruler. He adored his wife, who was a local woman. I’ve never seen any couple so much in love as they were. Arianna had beautiful black hair and sparkling blue eyes. I remember their wedding day. She was dressed in a light blue lacy dress, and the king couldn’t take his eyes off of her. She was so gorgeous. After nine months, their son was born. He was called Riven.” Cairon’s sharp gaze studied Ivo’s face as if trying to see any recollection of the name or the past. 
Sigsbee and Figs stared at Ivo, but his face remained blank. He still had no memories of his past. Cairon noticed the stares and asked, “Why are you interested in this old history?”
Ivo shrugged. “I don’t remember my past. I have no memory of anything except the past few months with my friends. That’s why everything in the past interests me.” It was a simple answer and seemed to squash Cairon’s curiosity.
“That’s unfortunate. Is there any way to get your memory back?” Cairon asked looking sympathetic. 
“We hope that it will return when he sees familiar places or faces, but so far, Ivo has not got any memories back,” Sigsbee commented on that question.
Cairon nodded. “Perhaps some of my brews will help your memory,” he winked. He stood up and poured everyone a glass of his honey brew and handed the glasses to each one. 
He sat down and raised his glass. “To absent friends and to ourselves, Salut!”
“Salut!” everyone replied raising their glasses and then drinking the local brew. 
The drink tasted honey with an aftertaste of dark chocolate, Penelope thought as she tasted the liquid in her mouth. “This is very good,” she commented.
Cairon beamed. “Thank you, miss,” he pointed at the little bottles by the wall side and said, “I will let each of you pick up a bottle as a gift from me.” He glanced at his watch and said, “I’m sorry, but I have to get back to selling because the market will close in three hours, and I have my business to run.” He stood up and added, “It was a pleasure to meet you all.” He faced Sigsbee and Figs and said, “I recall you two. You used to be professors at our university. It’s not easy to forget you because you visited the market almost every day before your lectures started and during the breaks.”
“Correct on both counts,” Sigsbee replied smiling. “I’m excited to be back in the capital city. I don’t know how long we will stay here, though.”
Cairon nodded. “Keep an eye on this young man. Protect him,” he said seriously. Their eyes were locked on each other. He seemed to converse with Sigsbee about something more important without saying it aloud as Sigsbee put his hand on Cairon’s shoulder and said, “I will take care of him. I promise.” Cairon squeezed Sigsbee’s hand. “Thank you for visiting my store.”
Everyone picked a sample bottle of Cairon’s brew with them. 
Ivo was the last one. When Ivo reached to grab one, Cairon said, “No, this one was your father’s favorite one.” He pulled out a tiny golden bottle and handed it to him. “Be safe. I know who you are even if you don’t remember anything.”
Looking dazed, Ivo walked out of the booth. Am I the heir? Cairon seemed to think so. 
Ivo thought that he knew Figs and Sigsbee, too, as he hurried after the others. 
Sigsbee glanced at Ivo curiously but didn’t comment aloud. No need to do that here out in the open, he thought. 
Figs had his eyes on Ivo, and he wondered about the incident in the booth, too. 






  
  Chapter six
  The City 


“We have time to walk around the city if you like that,” Sigsbee suggested to the students.  
Penelope and Ivo exchanged glances, and Penelope replied eagerly, “Of course, we like. I’d like to see your old university building and the palace area closer.”
Figs quickly replied, “No, we can’t go to the palace area. That’s closed to visitors. You can’t go even close to it because of the armed guards. They only let visitors with an invitation to pass the guard posts.”
“Ah, that’s too bad, but you can walk us around the city and show us other sites,” Penelope suggested, faking disappointment as she didn’t want to go to the palace with Ivo, risking that someone would recognize him and then they all would be in trouble. It had been a fluke of luck or bad luck to meet Cairon at the market. Or was it luck?     
Ivo pulled Sigsbee aside and asked, “Is it safe for me to walk around the city? What if someone else believes I look like the old king? What I mean to ask is there a reward on his head?” Ivo stood in front of Sigsbee who locked his eyes on him. “Yes, I believe the emperor would be pleased to find the heir. We don’t know if you are him or not. You don’t know that. There is only one way to find out about it, and that’s the bone tattoo. I know you have one.” He pointed at his hand, and said, “Do you want to know for sure if you are the heir Riven, the son of Arianna and Kasper?”
Ivo nodded. “Yes, I want to know who I am. If I’m not, then that’s fine, and if I am, then I know I have to be careful around the emperor’s men.”
“We are all emperor’s men,” Sigsbee replied sarcastically, adding, “Even you.”
Ivo realized he was correct. “Yes, I know. I’m a student in his spacecraft.”
Sigsbee looked at him for a short while and then said, “Let’s find out. We have access to our own workplace, and we can test your tattoo there.” He gestured to Ivo to follow the others, and they took long strides to reach the rest of their group. Sigsbee told Figs where they wanted to go, and Figs glimpsed at Ivo but didn’t object. “Sure. We can go there and do the test.”
They walked up the winding cobblestone streets and through the narrow passages. The buildings were almost all white, yellow, or light orange the closer they got to the city's center. 
Ivo was in his thoughts and barely studied where he was going. He just followed Sigsbee’s steps like a shadow. Penelope’s gaze admired the Midros. She thought that the city's buildings and style looked a lot like Mediterranean cities with light colors and clay tile reddish roofs. She would have guessed they were in Italy if she had not known that they were on a new planet. 
Sigsbee and Figs slowed their pace and pointed at the building ahead. “That’s our old university. It’s closed, but we can access it whenever we visit here.”
Penelope frowned. “I thought you said it’s a weapon facility now.”
“Yes, it is. Where do you think we get all the materials and tools to our spaceship?” Sigsbee stopped and asked, placing his hands on his hips and looking at Silas.
Penelope blushed. “Oh, I didn’t think about that. We get the materials from here, and then you and your team at the spaceship innovate and transform them into new weapons. I got it.”
“It sounds worse when you put it like that,” Sigsbee muttered, but he turned on his heels and headed to the front door. He took out a key from his pocket, placed it on the lock, and turned it. “Get inside," he gestured to us, and one after the other, we all walked inside. 







  
  Chapter seven
At The Old University


Sigsbee’s large figure filled the hallway as he looked around for a light switch. He found it by the wall and clicked it, but nothing happened. “The lights don’t work. That’s strange. We agreed that everything should be kept in working condition here while traveling through space,” Sigsbee muttered.  
Figs stepped forward and tried the next door in the hallway. “Locked,” he mumbled. He took out his keys and tried them, but none worked. He faced Sigsbee and said, “I guess they have made changes here. I can’t get into the professors’ area with my keys.”
“Let me try,” Sigsbee said and pushed him aside. His keys didn’t work either. Ivo was sure he could hear his brain working. What was going on? Why were the professors not informed of the changes in their old workplace, and why did their keys not work?
Sigsbee said with a low voice, “Do you think Akka has something to do with this? Is this place used for something else now, something that she does not want us to see?”
Figs shrugged. “I don’t know. No one has told me anything.”
Penelope moved forward and said, “Let me open the lock.” Quickly, she pulled out a large paperclip and partially opened it so the other end looked like a hook. Next, she pushed it inside the lock and twirled it there, feeling its teeth. 
“Click.” 
We all heard when the lock opened. 
She stepped aside and gestured for Sigsbee and Figs to go in first. 
Sigsbee wished there was a light because now he couldn’t see his students or what was on the other side of this locked door. He whispered, “Stay behind me.” He pulled out his automatic pistol,, which was the size of a palm and easy to conceal anywhere in your clothes, and then quietly added, “Ivo, come with me. You have advanced weapon training. Get your laser pistol out. Be ready for anything.”
Ivo moved ahead and stood behind Sigsbee.
Sigsbee pressed the door handle down and opened the door quietly. It creaked when he pushed it open.
Ivo’s heart beat faster. Did someone hear that? 
They all stood still, watching in the darkness, but no one appeared or approached them. 
Ivo had squeezed his hands in tight fists, but now he opened them and stretched his fingers. 
Sigsbee walked around towards the window and pulled away the curtains, letting some light in. 
The place had been emptied: no books, paintings, computers, or anything else. 
 Some papers were scattered on the floor. 
Sigsbee cursed as his eyes saw the empty table and shelves. “Everything is taken. My books, my computer, my notes! Everything!”  He faced Figs, asking, “Who could have done this?”
And then he replied to his own question at the same time as Figs did: “Akka.”
Figs turned on his heels and walked to the next room pausing by the doorway. Nothing there either. Figs returned to Sigsbee and said, “Do you think Akka has moved our items and research documents inside the building or taken everything with her?”
“I don’t know. We can search through this building. We are allowed to be here, so that’s not going to be a problem if someone sees us,” Sigsbee said. And so, they started a painstakingly slow proceeding because every door was locked, and none of their keys worked in any of the locks. Sigsbee used the same paperclip Penelope had used to open each door.
The weapon factory was attached to the building where the professors used to work. The factory area used to be the tools building, but then it was converted into a factory with storage for the tools and weapons.  Sigsbee pointed at the metal door and said, “That leads to the factory. We can see the employees working through that window. The machines are on 24/7, and the conveyor belts are constantly pushing new parts and tools. The noise is loud.” He stopped listening to the silence. “There’s no noise. I recall there was always a loud noise when the machines were on.”
When they reached the factory door, Sigsbee glanced through the window, “The factory is empty, too. Where are they producing the weapons now?” 
Figs shrugged and brushed his glasses higher up on his nose. He was as surprised as Sigsbee. 
“The whole building looks abandoned.” Figs looked around. He walked to the window and pulled aside the curtains. “It’s been empty for a while. The floor is dusty. Only footprints are ours on the floor.”
Sigsbee nodded, staring at the tile floor. “You’re right about that.” He looked up and said, “Let’s check our secret room. Let’s hope that’s left as it was the last time.” 
Figs grinned. “No one can find it. No one else knows about it but us.”






  
  Chapter eight
  The Secret Room 


Sigsbee and Figs walked back to their old hallway. However, this time, they did not enter any visible door but stopped in front of the wall that did not have a door. The students followed them, looking curious. 
Sigsbee counted ten steps from the corner and then nodded to Figs, who moved to stand where Sigsbee pointed at him and then watched as he continued to take another ten steps before he stopped. Between the two men was now a ten-foot-wide area of the wall. “Push!” Sigsbee said, and the men pushed that area. Slowly, the wall started turning aside, revealing another room behind the wall. “Come inside,” Figs told the students, and they all stepped in, and then the two men closed the wall behind them. 
Sigsbee grabbed the old-fashioned oil lamps from the table and lit them. “Finally, something that has not changed.” He viewed the room pleased. It was a square room with two comfortable armchairs, a couch, and tables. Two computers were on the tables, with lots of other equipment. 
Sigsbee stepped to the table and picked up one that looked like a handheld scanner. “This is the device I was looking for.” He gestured to Ivo to come closer. “Let’s view your bone tattoo. This will show the image on the wall.”
Both teachers stood next to each other. They were curious to see what tattoo Ivo had. 
Ivo came closer and held out his right hand. 
Figs said, “The bone tattoo is always on your right hand’s forefinger.”
Ivo frowned. “I saw a prisoner who had the tattoo on the inside of his wrist. It was a snake eating its tail.”
“Yes, the high-ranking officials of the old king had tattoos on their wrists. That’s because some had bone tattoos and some didn’t, so it was easier to identify the high-ranking officials when they had a tattoo on their wrist. Theirs was always an Ouroboros of a snake eating his tail depicting a wholeness of the government,” Figs replied, sounding like a lecturing professor again. 
“That’s the one. The prisoner I saw back on Earth must have been a high-ranking administrator imprisoned and taken to Citadel,” Ivo sounded excited.  
“Yes, it seems so,” Figs replied. “Do you know who he was?”
“No, he didn’t say his name or rank. We only exchanged a few words before the guards interrupted us, and I had to flee,” Ivo replied, leaving out the part where the prisoner had told him he knew Ivo’s father and was still alive. He still wasn’t sure whom to trust.
Sigsbee switched on the handheld machine and moved it along the skin of his right forefinger. The machine made no sound, but a blue light shone toward the wall, showing the bone tattoo on Ivo’s skin. It was an ouroboros of a dragon eating its tail.
Silence fell into the room.
“That’s a royal tattoo,” Figs commented after staring at the image on the wall for a while. “I have not seen it for ages. Probably the last time I saw that image was when King Kasper visited this university after his son was born. He had the dragon tattoo illustrated on his cape.” Figs’ eyes latched on Ivo, and he added, “So, you are the son, Riven, the heir of the king.”
Ivo opened his mouth and then closed it. The secret was out. What else was there to comment on? He now had confirmation of who he was, but now his life would be even more complicated because he would have to be careful not to be recognized and captured. 
Sigsbee checked out the room, and he took some flash drives, a couple of ammunition boxes, and laser guns with him. He packed them in a large bag that he took out from the closet in the secret room. 
Figs looked pensive. In fact, he had not said a word since he’d seen Ivo’s bone tattoo reflected on the wall. 
Ivo tried to look nonchalant, but he didn’t do a very good job of it. He was worried. What if someone recognizes him, tells Akka or the emperor, and then he would be hunted, taken to imprisonment like his father, or killed like his mother? “How did my mother die?” He turned his eyes on Figs. 
Startling, Figs turned his attention to Ivo. “I’m not sure. We were told that she died. Everyone was asked to mourn the death of the queen, but honestly, I don’t know if she is dead or not. Come to think of it; they never presented her body, the emperor’s minion only announced her death but never mentioned how she died, there was no funeral, and that subject was quickly passed on if someone asked.”
“That’s true,” Sigsbee confirmed. “I always suspected that she was imprisoned with her husband and that the emperor wanted everyone to believe she was dead. Who knows? She might be. If she is dead, then why didn’t they tell us how she died and what happened?”
“So, my mother could be alive?” Ivo said, his eyes shining with hope. 
“Don’t get your hopes up. We don’t know anything for sure. It was a bit of chaos back then when the coup d’état happened here,” Figs said. “Everyone tried to stay alive and not be taken into custody or shot. It was better to be alive than ask too many questions and be imprisoned.”
“What happened to our armory and the weapon factory?” Sigsbee asked Figs, changing the topic of the conversation to a more pressing one.
“Someone has been here, changed the locks in all the doors, taken all the ammo and weapons, emptied the factory’s supplies, and that implies to me that it was someone working for the emperor. If it had been the freedom fighters or robbers, they would not change the locks,” Figs replied. 
“Yeah, that’s what I thought. I would suspect Akka if I didn’t know she was with us in the spaceship.” Sigsbee’s face looked grave.
“She could have been here,” Penelope interrupted. 
“What do you mean? She’s one of your instructors in Tower, and you know she’s traveled with us from Earth to here,” Sigsbee replied, staring at her while Figs turned his eyes on her, too, looking puzzled.
She looked uncomfortable with the two professors staring at her and kept her eyes on her toes when she replied, “She can use the portals.”
“Portals?” Sigsbee repeated his hands on his hips. “Explain to me.”
Ivo and Penelope exchanged curious glances. The teachers didn’t know about the portals located on the prisoner’s level of the spacecraft. Interesting…
Penelope shrugged. “She uses portals to travel from the spaceship to different places. For example, Silas uses the portal to travel from the Tower to clean up in the Moon Facility after she’s done some research work there.”
“Have you both used a portal?” Figs repeated, raising his bushy eyebrows.
Penelope was about to answer when Ivo replied, “Yes, and I know there are several portals. I believe Akka can program the portals to go wherever she wants them to go. " Ivo lifted his chin and stared at the teachers.
“Where are these portals you’re talking about?” Sigsbee asked.
“We saw the portal on the prisoner’s level at the Tower,” Ivo replied, glancing at Penelope. 
"There are multiple portals," Penelope pointed out. "Akka instructed Silas to return through the same one he used to reach the Moon Facility. Otherwise, he risks ending up on a completely different planet."
“That would explain how Akka can be in several places and how sometimes she’s hard to find inside the spacecraft. It seems that sometimes she disappears for days at a time, and no one knows where she is,” Sigsbee said. 
Figs nodded. “Yes, I’ve noticed that too.” He glanced at his watch and said, “We should get going. We’ve spent hours on this planet. Time to go back to Tower.”






  
  Chapter nine
 Back to the Tower Spaceship 


As they trudged back to the spaceship, the weight of Ivo's true identity -secret settled over the group like a shroud, threatening to suffocate them all. 
Sigsbee glanced back at Ivo and said quietly. “We need to protect your identity. Don’t tell anyone who you are or about your bone tattoo.”
“If you tell anyone, and he’s the emperor’s snitch, then you’ll be imprisoned or worse,” Figs commented, rubbing his long nose with his fingers. “How can we keep it secret?” he asked, turning to Sigsbee. “If he goes through any device that detects the bone tattoo, his secret is out.” 
“Let me get this shuttle in the air, and we can talk more,” Sigsbee replied while everyone climbed back inside and took their seats. Sigsbee started the engines, and the shuttle zoomed upwards, leaving the planet behind. 
Sigsbee glimpsed his colleague and turned his eyes back to the dark and vast space.  He turned on autopilot toward the Tower spaceship until he replied. “You’re thinking about the Imperial Ball. All the visitors are examined, and they have to go through the device that will detect the tattoos.”
“Yes, that’s the immediate problem, but it can happen anywhere we visit in the next months,” Figs corrected.
“The students can avoid the tattoo machines because they are not the visitors at the ball,” Sigsbee said. “Besides, we can always remind the guards that all our students are from other worlds, not from Midros.” Which was a partial truth. Ivo didn’t recall his past, so he could claim he was from Earth like his friends.
“You believe Ivo won’t be noticed?” Figs asked, raising his bushy eyebrows. 
“Correct. I think the emperor is more interested in the guests at the ball and what will happen to them than any young student learning the skills of weapons and technology,” Sigsbee replied.
“If you want to be absolutely sure about that, Ivo should hide. Although then someone might ask why one of my students is not attending the ball and presenting his skills like the other students—” Sigsbee paused leaving the rest of it for Figs to figure out. He gave Figs a stern look. 
“You mean Akka will notice, and she will suspect something is off and report a problem to the emperor,” Figs said, sighing. “Yes, you’re right. We should proceed and act as usual. All the students must be present at the ball, and everyone should show what they have learned during the past months in our classrooms.”
“Yes, she’s the first person to snoop around and pay attention to anything that is not usual or normal,” Sigsbee commented, rolling his eyes. 
Figs glanced back at Silas and then turned his face forward and whispered, hoping that only Sigsbee would hear. “One of Ivo’s friends is Akka’s student - Silas. How can we trust him not to tell his instructor if he finds out about it and what it means?”
Both Ivo and Penelope turned their eyes to the professors. Ivo said firmly, “No, Silas would not betray me. He’s my friend.”  He took a deep breath and turned to Ivo. His eyes begged the professors to believe him. Both Penelope and Ivo knew Silas had lied to his friends before, but they did not believe he would do this to Ivo.  
Sigsbee nodded. “I believe that you trust your friend, but things can change. You never know what will happen, so don’t offer him any confirmation of who you are.”
“I think both Aleesha and Silas believe Ivo is the lost heir.” Penelope chimed in. 
“Why is that?” Figs asked.
“Because when I confronted that prisoner on Earth, he told me what my bone tattoo was, and Silas knows that. I told my friends about it. That includes Elias, too.” 
Sigsbee's eyes narrowed as he expertly navigated the shuttle toward the Tower, his voice low with concern. "Let's just hope Silas doesn't use that information to his advantage." With a smooth motion, he guided the shuttle through the open gate and settled it inside.
After the shuttle landed on the cargo and docking area of the Tower spacecraft, the passengers stepped out. The organic spacecraft had adjusted to the upcoming ball, and the area was ten times larger than usual. Somehow, the spaceship knew what was required and knitted new walls or expanded the space between the outer walls. 
Turning around and viewing the transformation, Ivo admired how different the area looked now than when they left. Ivo thought that Imogen must have told the spaceship the requirements for the ball and visitors. He recalled how Imogen, the nymph, had talked to the spaceship after the explosion on Earth. They had not had any lessons with her yet, but that might be because she had been busy getting ready for the ball. If she’s a nymph, perhaps she’s not adjusted to space travel, Ivo wondered. He was curious about this one teacher who had not given them any lessons during the trip from Earth to Midros.  Maybe she does not care about teaching and visiting because she is the caretaker of all the water resources, plants, and sea life, he thought.  
Figs saw his wandering eyes and awed look and said, “Imogen does miracle work. She will be your teacher after the ball. She’s been too busy after the explosion. This spacecraft required extra pampering and caretaking after the bombing, and she was the only one who could talk to her and get her to keep it together. An organic spacecraft is always sensitive. You could even say she could be moody.”  He shrugged and added, “But now the spaceship seems almost happy and content. I believe she can be less with her and more with the students after the ball.”
When everyone was out of the shuttle, Sigsbee approached Ivo and said, “You need to come with me. I might have an idea how to protect you during the ball.”
Ivon nodded and told Penelope and Silas, “See you later,” Penelope said. 
“Sure, at dinner time,” Ivo replied. His eyes followed them to the end of the large area reserved for short-flight jets and shuttles, and then they got into the elevator and closed the door. He faced Sigsbee. 
Figs fidgeted his glasses next to him.
Sigsbee folded his arms in front of him as he stared at Ivo. “I thought we should continue this discussion without your friend. You know we were friends of the royal family. We are not your enemies, but as you know, Akka is not…” He stared at Ivo, making sure he understood his meaning. 
Ivo nodded. “I know what you mean.” 
“I propose that we put a metal cast over your finger. It will disguise your bone tattoo, and the devices won’t detect it,” Sigsbee said.
“That’s a brilliant idea!” Figs replied to Sigsbee, his face beaming excitedly before Ivo said anything. “It will work.”
“Okay, let’s do it.” Ivo said, adding, “Do you have a way to test it before the ball?”
“I know. We don’t have much time, but we’ll get it done. "The ball is in two days," Sigsbee reminded him. "You'll need to be able to showcase your skills with your hands, as attendance is mandatory. The emperor will expect a demonstration of our students' talents, particularly in weaponry and poison arts. He's always seeking innovative methods to expand his empire and conquer new planets. His ambition is insatiable – he'll never be content with what he already has."
“Sure, I’ll practice. I’m sure there will be no problems.” Ivo sounded confident.






  
  Chapter ten
  The Bloodsucker  


Elias paced back and forth in Hydrangea’s hallway when Penelope stepped out of the elevator. She paused for a second and then continued as if nothing was amiss. She had wished to sneak to her room without seeing any other students, and she had taken off her gloves. Quickly, she placed her hands behind her back and said, “Hi, Elias.”  
Elias turned, and his face looked worried. His Bloodsucker plant was hanging on his left shoulder, but the plant's color was more purple today, and that’s why he had wanted Hydrangea to look at it. He didn’t want it to die because then he would die, too. 
The color of Hydrangea’s floor was forest green. Hydrangea had asked Imogen to redecorate her floor. Thus, the spaceship had added some extra nooks and corners for Hydrangea’s plants in the hallway. Vines crawled up to the ceiling level and a pink couch to sit down under a peach tree planted in a large terracotta pot. The next shrub in the hallway was a large hibiscus tree, and the last one before her door was a jasmine with fragile white flowers whose scent lingered in the hallway.
Penelope asked, “What are you doing here? Are you waiting for Hydrangea?”
“No, I’ve seen her. I’m waiting for the results.” Elias glimpsed at his Bloodsucker on his shoulder and added, irritated, “I thought this Bloodsucker looked different. I mean, look at its color. It’s purple. It used to be dark colored, but now it seems… pale compared to when I got it.”
Penelope pushed her bangs away from her eyes and stared at Bloodsucker. “Yes, you’re right. It’s more like diluted watercolor now.” She glanced at the conspicuous doorway at the end of the hallway and asked, “Did Hydrangea have any answers for you, and what could be wrong with it?”
Shaking his head, Elias said, “She took some tests and said I could come back in an hour or two, but I told her I would wait, but it’s been more like three hours. I don’t know what’s wrong.” Pausing he added quietly, “I’m worried that Bloodsucker will die, and then I’m doomed.”
“Let’s go ask together.” Penelope grabbed him by the arm and pulled him with her to see her instructor. 
She pressed her palm on the plate by the door and waited for a moment. 
“Penelope! Are you back already? Come in,” Hydrangea’s chirpy voice sounded through the door-pad, and the veil covering the doorway disappeared. She saw Hydrangea sitting by the table and having some tea and cookies. Her hair was in a messy bun decorated with a couple of large white, blue, and yellow feathers and large ruby-red hibiscus flowers. She wore a flowing light blue tunic and had blue flip-flops on her feet.
Elias followed Penelope inside a huge room with flowers hanging on the shelves, books and papers scattered around, jars of unknown specimens on the side table, and grape vines hanging by the ceiling with multicolored clusters of grapes hanging low enough to grab them. She pointed at the vines and said, “My experiment with the new grape varieties worked! Besides green and purple grapes, I now have dark red, pink, and blue ones.” She beamed happily.
“How exciting,” Penelope said and glanced at Elias, who looked like he could strangle Hydrangea for keeping him waiting in the hallway. “Elias wants to know about his Bloodsucker. What’s wrong with it? Are your tests ready?”
“Oh, yes. That Bloodsucker is fine. All the tests looked good,” Hydrangea said, waving her hand as if there was nothing else to discuss. 
Elias's eyes narrowed as he gazed at the plant on his shoulder, its color shifting from a deep hue to a purplish, almost blood-like tone. "What's causing the color change?" he asked, his voice mixed with concern. His life literally depended on this peculiar plant, which had been purifying his blood since the alien invasion, making heart transplant medication impossible to obtain. Without it, he would have succumbed to his condition long ago. The plant was his only hope, and he couldn't afford to lose it.
“It can change color.” Hydrangea heard the distress in Elias’s voice and asked calmly,” Remember when I created it?” 
Elias nodded. “Yes, I remember that day.”
"I've been experimenting with combining plants and mushrooms," she explained. "The mushroom I used for Bloodsucker has the unique ability to change color based on its surroundings. But what's fascinating is that mushrooms can be intelligent in their own way – they can mimic other species to adapt and survive."
Elias and Penelope exchanged puzzled glances, prompting her to find a relatable example. "Think of it like the mushrooms on your home planet. Take the Deadly Webcap, for instance. It's extremely poisonous, yet it can masquerade as the edible Boletus mushroom, which grows abundantly. The similarity is uncanny, making it nearly impossible to distinguish between the two. That's the kind of adaptability I've harnessed in this plant-mushroom hybrid." 
“Are you telling me that my Bloodsucker is mimicking its environment?” Elias asked. He wasn’t sure he understood Hydrangea at all. She was brilliant but weird. 
“Yes, and no. I think it tries to adjust to your skin color. Its normal dark coloring is not a protective color on your skin. It sticks out. This little creature wants to be safe, and thus, it tries to dilute its normal color to be more unnoticeable on your shoulder.”
Glimpsing at Bloodsucker, Elias raised his eyebrows. “He should know that he’s safe. I wouldn’t let anything happen to it. This creature my lifesaver.” 
Beaming Hydrangea said, “I think Bloodsucker knows that, but it also knows that it is unique and thus can be in danger if someone tries to capture it. Bloodsucker wants to protect you by changing its color to match your skin.” Then she gestured to the bright green and red striped couch and said, “Please, sit down, you two. I’m having some tea and cookies, and I’m sure you could use some cookies now, too.”
Elias and Penelope joined her, and she poured them some tea and said, “Please, take some cookies. I just made them from my flower flour.” She winked and added, “That’s my new invention too. I can use my flowers in my baking.”
Elias tasted the flower cookies, and they were delicious. He detected some honey, nut, and berry flavors in them. He had no idea how Hydrangea had made them, but he didn’t care. He realized he was starving because he didn’t have much anything at breakfast that morning and was concerned about Bloodsucker. 
“Take some more cookies,” Hydrangea told him. “You need energy because Bloodsucker will suck part of your energy from you.
An hour later, Elias left Hydrangea’s floor and returned to his own leaving Penelope with her mentor.






  
  Chapter eleven
  The Emperor  


Emperor Inimicus’s eyes looked ancient like he had lived thousands of years in a short lifetime. Those who knew his background realized that he never had a real childhood on the prison planet. Because of his birth planet, he had experienced violence and harsh conditions on a planet meant to punish crimes.   
Because the prison planet had toxic water and air, all the prisoners lost their ability to reproduce, and they lost their hair. No one had a long life there, except for a few random souls who had survived and struggled there. 
Today, Inimicus sat on his golden throne in his palace and considered which new planets should join his empire. His lust for power was limitless. More planets meant more power and more treasures. Some planets were worth taking because of their rich soil or what they produced, whereas others had gold and gemstone mines or seas full of fish and other edible creatures. He realized that the more he expanded out in the galaxy, the more likely he was to get more enemies, more rebellion against him, and even find a new powerful enemy that could take everything from him. That’s why he relied on his intelligence services. Akka was his main source of intelligence. She had created undetectable devices like the little spy-eyes that spied on everyone and everything. 
The upcoming Imperial Ball usually lasted several hours. The intention was to discover new weapons to use against his enemies and new skills or even skilled individuals. The ball wasn’t just a celebration of his position in power but also to kill potential obstacles that could hinder his ruling. Thus, so many different people were invited to the party, but only a few would survive. He wanted some to live because they would return to their planets and spread the rumor of how cruel Inimicus was and what had happened to the others. Fear would work better than a direct attack, or that was Inimicus opinion. 
Inimicus rose from his seat and strode into the adjacent room, transitioning from the library's hushed atmosphere to the laboratory's sterile environment. Beyond the lab lay a portal to the Tower, where Akka awaited. However, before departing the palace, Inimicus sought a more discreet attire, shedding his regal purple tunic for a humble grey ensemble, complete with a hoodie.
Akka's research, particularly her groundbreaking work on human cloning, was a cornerstone of his administration. Inimicus envisioned an army of duplicates, identical in appearance and skill, to serve as decoys in perilous situations or to quell the whispers of rebellion spreading among his ranks. With an arsenal of clones at his disposal, Inimicus would be all but untouchable, his true identity hidden behind a veil of identical faces.
Akka had told him that it was possible to create clones. A student of hers was a clone and seemed to be fairly intelligent, too. Inimicus could not have children because of his life on the prison planet, but the cloning would give him an heir. 
However, Akka also suggested another way to protect his person: they could provide an artificial figure. She had told Inimicus that when she implants a chip in the person replacing Inimicus, that person will look like the emperor, talk like him, sound like him, and be a real person. Inimicus liked that idea. He could use any of his prisoners to replace him in dangerous situations, and if they die, the better. 







  
  Chapter twelve
  The Emperor and Akka 


The laboratory inside the palace was immaculate, with metal tables, white glass-door cabinets, and computers. Inimicus switched on the light, walked to the backroom where the portal was placed, and opened the door with his key. He and Akka were the only ones using it.  
Other administration members did not know or use portal travel. Inimicus did not want anyone else to know about the portals because someone could destroy them while he was being transported from the initial location to the next location.
Inimicus put on his hood and stepped into the wall of shimmering fog in the backroom. This portal was connected to the Tower spaceship and the prisoners’ level where he could reach Akka. All the existing portals were linked to the Tower, and if he needed to reach any other research facility, he would still use this one and then use another portal to reach his destination. He usually did not tell anyone that he was coming. It was better to visit the research buildings without them knowing it. 
Some of the portals were linked to the prison planets and to all the Citadels that were placed in orbit around each conquered planet. As each occupied planet had existing leaders and administration, his army had taken them as prisoners and kept them in the Citadel circling above their planet. Thus, if the leaders tried to do anything or plot a coup, then he could show them the destruction of their own planet below them. They would feel the pain of their subjects and watch them suffer.
So far, his galaxy domination plan was a success. 
Only his first coup in Midros had been partially unsuccessful. The prince had disappeared. The king was captured and imprisoned, but Inimicus knew that if the heir was alive, he could encourage the people of Midros to fight and take over the throne again. He still could not understand how a young boy could have escaped without anyone knowing about it. Someone must have helped him. However, his men had no clue who the traitor was. All the members of the previous administration were either killed or captured and imprisoned. 
Inimicus didn’t believe that the boy had died. He was alive and almost grown up. Why didn’t he show up and claim the throne? Or perhaps he was not a fighter. He could be one of those sissy boys who could not kill a fly, Inimicus thought as he stepped out of the portal and headed to the elevator to meet Akka on her floor of the Tower spaceship. No one knew about his visits there. He was always discreet. Akka didn’t tell her colleagues about the emperor’s portal trips either. 
When the elevator stopped at Akka’s floor, Inimicus made sure his face was covered before he stepped outside and walked directly toward the end of the hall where Akka’s room was. He pressed his palm on the plate by the door, and the door opened immediately. He walked inside and the door closed automatically behind him. 
Angrily, Akka glared at the doorway to see who had interrupted her work without announcing his coming first. When Inimicus lowered his hood, Akka’s face looked surprised, even pleased.
She said, “Ah, I didn’t expect to see you today. We are all busy preparing for the Imperial Ball here.”
Inimicus sat in front of her on the opposite side of the table and said, “Is there any result with the old king? Any news of the heir?”
Akka crossed her fingers on the table and stared at her emperor. “No, I’m afraid not. No one knows anything about the heir. I’ve heard a lot of rumors of distant planets where he could be, but so far, they all have been just that: rumors and false leads.” She paused as she saw the displeased look in Inimicus’s eyes. “The old king is as stubborn as before. He continues to deny any knowledge of his son's escape or survival, adhering to his claim that the prince is dead and our search is a waste of time..”
“He might be correct. We don’t know if the prince is alive,” Inimicus replied, looking pensive. “However, we don’t have a body to prove that he is dead either. As long as his memory is alive, he’s alive in the hearts of the people of Midros. They will fight for him if they believe there is a chance that he is alive.” He paused and stared at Akka for a long moment before saying, “I want to kill every memory of the old royal family.”
“We can do that,” Akka replied calmly. “Otherwise, I have good news. We can use the old king as one of your test subjects. We have inserted the chip under his skin. He will look like you and sound like you. If someone attacks and assassinates him, then they will think that they killed you.” 
“That sounds excellent. A former king to be my doppelganger in dangerous public events. I’m sure he will resist,” Inimicus commented.
“Oh, he has. However, he won’t be able to go against the orders implanted in the chip. He will be our puppet, and we can lead him to do and say anything we want,” Akka replied, grinning evilly.
“Excellent,” Inimicus replied.






  
  Chapter thirteen
  Akka’s Research 


Akka stood up and said, “I’d love to show you my progress in our weapon development and also in cloning if you have time.”  She straightened her long white tunic that reached up to her knees.  
Inimicus nodded. “Yes, that would be interesting.”
“We’ll need to go to our Moon Facility to see the recent projects, but it’s just a short trip via portal if you don’t mind,” Akka stated, staring at Inimicus.
“Fine. Let’s go,” Inimicus replied standing up and pulling his hood over his face again. 
They left Akka’s quarters. They went to the hallway and from there they took the elevator downstairs. 
When the elevator door opened to a dim hallway, Inimicus stood back and waited for Akka to check that the route was clear.   
The hallway looked empty. 
They stepped out of the elevator, the lights flickered and then got brighter.  Inimicus observed the prison cells with laser beam bars.  
Akka stopped by the prison cells and commented. “The recent visitors here were from the planet Earth. One of them was a traitor working for their resistance. He caused the bombing that delayed our departure and stressed the organic spaceship.”
“Is he still here?” Inimicus asked with a cold voice.
“No, I transported him to the Moon facility and from there to the Earth’s Citadel prison cells,” Akka replied. “I want him to tell all the coconspirators on Earth so we can capture them.”
Inimicus faced her. “I want to hear when you get any name out of him. We need to squash the rebellion before it spreads.”
“I know.” Akka walked ahead. The prison cells had their spiders, but only a couple still had prisoners in them. 
“Who are these two you left here?” Inimicus asked, raising his eyebrows. If everyone else had been moved to a different facility, why had she left these two here?
Inimicus stared at the first prisoner. The spider had cocooned him and put him in a slumbering state. “Is he paralyzed?”
Akka stopped by the first prisoner and said, “He’s not dead. He’s in a comalike state. The spider will eventually devour him unless we want to do something else with him. He was one of the leaders in the administration on planet Earth.”
“Could he be useful in testing the new chip you have?” 
Akka stared at him. Was the emperor getting soft on his enemies?
Emperor Inimicus saw her stare and replied with a crooked smile,” No, I’m not crazy or being soft to anyone if you think that. I believe in using all the resources we have to gain more power. He could be part of the solution if you don’t let the spider eat him.”
“Hm, I could release him and take him to Moon facility. I need to do some experiments with some other ideas I have. I could use an extra body to test them,” Akka said, glaring at the prisoner. 
“What are you experimenting with now?” Inimicus pushed the hood down a bit to see better inside the cell and the cocooned man. He looked familiar. “I think I know this man,” he commented.
“Yes, you do. His name is Marcus Auren. He was the Commander in Chief of the United States of America. He contacted you the second day of our blitz war on Earth and begged you to stop pulverizing their cities.” Akka went closer to the laser beams and studied the man. “He doesn’t look so brave now, does he?” she cackled menacingly.
“Yes, that’s him.” Inimicus turned to Akka again and asked, “I think you should use him as part of the chip study. He was the president back there. It would be interesting if you could get the chip work so that Marcus here would stand beside me and deliver a message from me to the people on Earth.”
“You want me to modify the chip so that he would not look like you but instead he would say what we want him to say kind of like a brainwashing chip?” Akka looked at Inimicus, wanting to be sure that she understood what he meant.
“Yes, that’s my idea. I’m sure you can deliver different chips to manipulate humans,” Inimicus added. “Besides, Marcus Auren would be a great additional supporter if we can control his mind. We could even let him be part of my administration if he were malleable and controllable.”
“True. I can try to modify my chip,” Akka promised.
“Excellent. Let’s go to our Moon facility. I want to see your experiments there,” Inimicus said. 
They headed to the end of the hallway and entered the shimmering fog that took them to the moon. 
It took them only seconds to travel from the Tower to the Moon. When they stepped out of the portal, a guard waited there, but when he saw Akka with a stranger, he greeted them and returned to a safeguarding position by the wall.
Akka glanced around, making sure Silas was not around. She did not want any student to see the emperor with her.
Inimicus had visited the facility only once before. Now, his eyes veered around the research area – a lit round chamber with no windows and one long hallway with closed doors. His gaze locked onto the guard, a towering figure with chiseled blond hair, piercing blue eyes, and a physique that exuded strength. "Is this one of your elite guards?"
“Yes, he is. I use them to do all kinds of odd jobs, including guarding this place and abducting targets or even torturing information out of prisoners.” Akka gestured to the hallway, and they walked ahead. Akka opened the door to her study on the right side. “He was one of the men who tried to kidnap the clone boy back on Earth. He failed. However, we got the boy later when he passed the trials on Earth. He’s one of my students now.”
“I would have killed him for failing his task,” Inimicus muttered. No mercy to anyone. No failures accepted. He was pleased that the special boy was now on the Tower spaceship. He had his reasons to be interested in that boy – not only because of his background. 
“I considered that too, but then I realized I need guards here. He’s doing a good job down here,” Akka replied.
The shelves on the wall were filled with specimens of eyes. Inimicus viewed them and asked, “Are those part of your experiments?”
“Yes, it’s part of my hobby. I’m interested in the iris colors and how to manipulate them genetically,” she replied. 
“Why?” Inimicus pushed his hands into his tunic’s pockets.
“It’s just a tiny detail in genetics, but it’s fascinating because the color is hereditary,” she replied.
She opened a drawer on her desk, took out a wooden box, opened it, and turned it to face Inimicus. Inside the box were two rows of chips. “These are the ones I mentioned to you.” She pointed at the ones with a red dot on them. “These will change the person’s outlook, so they could pretend to be you.” She gestured to the blue ones. “These are my other experiments. They will change the genetic code of the human being, and you can add any feature to the genetic code via this chip. If you want a man who can fly, this can give you that. Or if you need someone with enormous strength, this can do that too.” 
“Interesting. I’d like to see your experiments with these,” Inimicus replied. He could easily imagine what additional features a human being could have. Wings were one, but what about gills? A person with gills could survive an endless time underwater. Also, if these chips could change the need for oxygen for breathing and the heat and cold tolerance, then humans could survive almost anywhere. He had a plethora of ideas about what to do with the chips, but he wanted to be sure that they really worked before taking them into his possession.
She grinned wickedly. “I’ll show you.”
They headed to the next room, where she had various creatures behind a glass wall. Some had wings, some had fur covering their whole body, and some had reptilian eyes. “These were my recent experiments,” Akka said, proud of her work.
“Are they alive?” Inimicus asked as none of the specimens moved.
“Yes, they are. I just used the spider venom to doze them into a slumber. I don’t want them to move or bang the glass wall while I’m here. That bothered me too much,” Akka said, frowning. “It’s quieter when they are unconscious and can’t complain about what has happened to their bodies.”
“Yes, I can understand that,” Inimicus agreed, thinking that if he ever woke up covered in fur and with reptilian eyes, he would raise hell, too.
"If you're interested, I can also show you my cloning experiment," Akka offered, leading Inimicus back to the door. The next room they entered was another sterile laboratory, bathed in harsh lighting and featuring a glass wall at the rear. Inimicus's gaze was drawn to the figures on the other side of the glass: humans of all ages, from infants to adults. At first glance, they appeared normal, but upon closer inspection, Inimicus noticed disturbing anomalies - missing limbs, eyes, or ears. The sight was both fascinating and unsettling.
“As you can see, not all my experiments are perfect. These clones died, but I kept them here to remind myself of the importance of not giving up. Keep on trying until you succeed, was my father’s motto,” Akka said proudly. 
Inimicus nodded. He would not do anything with dead or deformed clones. “What about the one you found alive on Earth?”
“He’s perfect. He is exactly like a normal human being. He’s smart too,” Akka said. “You will meet him at the Imperial Ball. He trained Aleesha, a young girl with glass feet. I think they both benefitted from each other’s company as I can see real progress on both.”
“Hmm,” Inimicus mumbled. He was not interested in progress but in results. However, now he knew when he would meet this boy… 
“Let’s go to my study. I will ask the servants to bring us some lunch,” Akka commented, and they left the cloning room. 
Where Inimicus expected the stark and utilitarian minimal-style laboratory again, she brought him to a charming living area with soft, blending tones of earthly colors, pretty trinkets on mahogany wood tables, generous, fluffy cushions on couches, and an air of comfort and luxury. 
Akka pressed a button on the wall and ordered lunch to be served in her study. Meanwhile, Inimicus sat down on the nearest couch. After Akka had finished her lunch order, she came to sit with him. “Have you heard anything useful through your spy-eyes recently?” Inimicus asked.
“No, nothing that would advance your cause,” Akka replied. “However, they have recorded some juicy details of personal lives if you ever need to blackmail someone to do something.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Inimicus commented. 
A knock on the door interrupted their casual talk. 
Quickly, Inimicus covered his face under his hood and kept his eyes cast down. He didn’t want anyone to see him there. 
“Come in,” Akka called out, and a servant arrived with a food cart that he left inside the study. 
When he left, Akka served the food, including delicatessens of Midros and Earth, wine, and various desserts.   
It continually satisfied Inimicus to see what different dishes were available. He had grown up on a prison planet with only limited food resources. The usual meal there included a grey-colored tasteless gruel that had no nutritional value whatsoever. The prisoners often tried to catch rats and birds to improve their meals.  His body was slim like Akka’s because he burned off fuel with nerves and energy and he suspected Akka was similar to him in that account. He still could not eat a large meal so that’s why he picked each dish a little bit and moved on to the next one. If you never ate a huge meal, your stomach was not used to digesting it.
After the meal, Akka suggested, “We should return to Tower soon. I have classes to teach.”
“Sure, I’ll be off too,” Inimicus replied. “I’ll depart to Midros via the portal when we arrive at Tower.”
“Sounds good,” Akka said. “I guess I’ll see you next at the Imperial Ball.”
“Yes, I will come to visit. I’m interested in meeting the new students, especially the clone boy,” Inimicus promised. And they exited the Moon facility via the portal.






  
  Chapter fourteen
  Silas and Aleesha


While Akka was meeting with the emperor, Silas had returned from cleaning the moon facility and, thus, missed the emperor’s visit. He went directly back to his quarters and continued discussing the upcoming dance performance with Aleesha. She was still unsure that their plan would work, but Silas assured her it would. “The rules say you need to kill someone in the ball, that’s all. It does not specify who or what.”  
With the help of Imogen, he had created a pool with lily pads in the hall where the ball would be. But these were not normal lily pads. Imogen and Hydrangea had created special lily pads that were soft like pillows to step on, and they were sturdy enough to hold a human’s weight. 
Now, he stood there with Aleesha and Imogen and stared at the pool. It was beautiful, with large pads floating on top of the water. The pool had a light under it, making it all look enchanted. 
Aleesha was still worried about her feet. The crystal feet broke so easily, even if they would repair themselves too. 
Imogen pulled Aleesha closer to the pool. “Please, try it. It’s perfectly safe.” Imogen wore a light green tunic with a lily flower behind her pointy ear. 
Silas held out his hand. Aleesha grabbed it and then stepped carefully into the first lily pad. It held her weight. She looked surprised. She stepped to the next pad, and Silas walked outside the pool. After she had gone around, she looked at Imogen. “Do you think this will work?”
Imogen nodded, and her eyes latched on Aleesha’s. “I’m sure it will work. The rules don’t say you must dance on a hard floor. Dance on the lily pads. It’s safe and different.” She turned and touched the wall of the spaceship and asked, “Can you add some soft music here, please? 
Silas realized that Imogen asked the ship to do that. As soon as she asked, they heard a song starting somewhere distant. Aleesa took a couple of ballet steps, and when she was sure she could dance without hurting herself, she bowed and twirled on a pad. She even leaped from one pad to the other when encouraged to do more.  Her moves were delicate, like a butterfly’s fly from flower to flower.  Silas kept walking alongside, making sure she didn’t trip or fall. 
Imogen noticed that and said, “Aleesha, even if you fall into the water, it has so much salt that it will carry your weight. Nothing will happen to your feet.”
Curious, Aleesha tested the water with her toes. Next, she stepped into the pool water. She laughed and turned her smiling face to Silas. “I can’t sink to the bottom. The water carries me.”
“Yes, you can walk on water too,” Silas replied, flashing a bright smile. He had an adoring look on his face. 
Imogen noticed that but did not want to disturb their moment. She knew Silas was Akka’s student, and Aleesha was her test object with her remarkable artificial feet. She was worried that their budding love would not last -or that it would be good for either of them. Akka might have other plans for Aleesha, and if she fails the performance, her life would be over.  
An hour of practice was enough, and Imogen said, “I will prepare this pool for you for the ball. You know how to dance. You only need to trust the pads. It will work.”
Imogen left the students alone to practice some more. 
Silas sat on the edge of the pool and glanced at Aleesha. She looked worried, so Silas asked, “What’s wrong?” 
“I don’t understand how dancing in a pool will be sufficient for the emperor. I don’t kill anyone here,” Aleesha replied frowning, and came to sit next to him.
“That’s been taken care of. Don’t worry about anything. I assure you that you will pass the test,” Silas said. He knew what Aleesha would kill but did not want to tell her now, so she would not stop dancing. If she didn’t know what she kills while dancing, she would give a fabulous performance, Silas thought. “Practice some more. The ball is the day after tomorrow.” 
“I will.” Aleesha nodded. “Can you play some more music, please?” The spaceship heard her request and started another song, but this time, it was a sad love song.







  
  Chapter fifteen
Penelope 


It was almost time to go to the Imperial Ball and greet the emperor and his guests. Penelope was nervous as she glanced at the clock and realized she would have to hurry if she didn’t want to be late.  
She viewed her image in the mirror: she was skinnier now after months in Tower, and when she stood upright, her ribs showed through the thin fabric of her dress. She dressed in her uniform coat, which she had modified with padding inside to make her look heavier; otherwise, her coat would hang like an oversized bag. This uniform coat was not normal but more like a ringmaster’s outfit with golden epaulets and buttons.
Hydrangea didn’t mind what color uniform her students wore because she always wore flowery dresses. Akka, Skelton, and Sigsbee were most strict with their students wearing their formal outfits at this ball. 
Hydrangea was more interested in her students' performance and in whether they managed to do what they were taught. 
Next, Penelope put on a pair of red leather shoes with pointed toes on her feet and viewed them in front of the mirror. They looked exquisite and expensive. 
She reached out to the table and picked up a special pair of gloves: All the fingers and thumbs of the gloves had been carefully stitched and stuffed with cotton, with tiny red plastic plates at the ends of each finger to serve as nails. Her hands were hideously deformed: fingers were crooked, the skin wrinkled and shriveled, but when she pulled on the special gloves, her hands looked almost normal. 
It was time to go to work. Her eyes roamed around the cabin and stopped staring at a shelf filled with different-colored and meticulously labeled bottles. Whatever was inside the bottles was swirling, curling, twisting, and churning. She walked towards the shelf and carefully picked out one bottle. She lifted it up to view it against the light. Inside the bottle, small ants scurried over each other. 
“My little bugs. You can kill, but I don’t need you today,” she put the ant bottle down on the shelf and picked up the next one filled with tiny grubs. “This will do. You’ll give my victim a deep sleep, like death slumber.”
She glanced down at her hands, pulled off the glove from her left hand, opened the bottle, and took out one of the grubs. It immediately curled into her palm. None of the bugs she had would bite her. For some reason, the bugs seemed to sense her disease and hardly moved when she grabbed them. Carefully, she shook the bug toward her nails while pulling the glove back on. Her false nails lifted easily upwards, making a tiny opening for the grub to crawl out.  Carefully, she pulled the glove back on. Her false nails lifted easily upwards, making a tiny opening for the grub to crawl out. She checked them to make sure the grub would not leave the glove too soon. That would be a catastrophe if that happened. She couldn’t know where the bug would go and who it would bite. She would fail her professor, and the emperor would be furious. Hydrangea would feel his wrath if her students failed.
She stopped by the mirror to check out her image one last time. Her facial skin had thickened patches, and she had lost partial feeling of her skin. On her forehead, she had a wrinkle that made her face look more like a lioness, and her nose had a numb, thickening of the skin. She had caught Hansen’s disease, the horrible and feared disease from the past called leprosy, when she had crossed the river into the United States with her parents, and she had encountered a couple of armadillos. She thought they looked cute with their overlapping plates, like animals with body armor, and she had played with them, which had been a big mistake that she regretted now. 
Even back then, wild animals were attracted to her, but she never knew they would give her this debilitating disease. Now, her parents were gone, and she was alone with this disease. She never told her friends about her illness back in New York. Now, her disease had advanced to a level that would require long-term antibiotic treatment.
She sighed. Without proper medication, she might lose her toes, fingers, nose, or even eyesight. Her instructors would soon pay attention to the changes in her skin, face, and fingers. Would it be better to tell now or let them find out? Knowing how the aliens approached any Earthly disease, they would probably give her any alternative treatment, which would not cure her but make her live and suffer longer. 
She straightened her back. This was not the life she had imagined living, but it was the life she had. 
Her hands were getting worse; the nerves were almost gone. She had tried to stick a pin into her fingers and palms, but there was no pain, no feeling. If anyone grabbed her hand and squeezed it, she wouldn’t feel it. She kept telling herself that it didn’t matter, but it did.
She caught a glimpse of her in a mirror by the door. Her eyes looked like black voids of sadness with no light. She remembered a time before the war when her parents were still alive, a precocious tiny girl with a passionate heart, a soul craving adventures, and a wide smile that could melt the ice. That girl was gone, her heart broken, and her soul lost somewhere on the way. Her memories of the past were the only thing left. Her family was dead.  She would still keep living and searching for a cure for her illness and hoping to rekindle the fire in her soul, but until then, she would be the puppet performer for the emperor, doing their bidding like a good little soldier.







  
  Chapter sixteen
  The Guests Arrive 


The emperor had arranged a lavish party entertainment for its most influential members of the administration and the leaders of the foreign worlds. The Imperial Ball was partly a circus with exotic alien animals and birds and the lavishly dressed consorts, courtesans, and escorts from the Citadel-ruled worlds, including Tellus, Allius, and Tribus. Those three planets were the most interesting to the emperor, but he also had many other planets under his thumb. These smaller, not-so-significant planets did not have humanoids or any significant intelligent life forms to be used as slaves or minions. Some distant planets had valuable resources in wildlife, plants, valuable metals, gemstones, gas, oil, or even rare spice mines like in the planet Xie and Axion, and these resources the emperor exploited scrupulously.  
Because some planets were worth more than others, the emperor had set his eyes on certain new planets with higher technology and intelligence. Those planets interested the emperor. He wanted them as allies for trade deals but also to spy on them, get to know them better, and discover their faults and weaknesses. These were the important guests at the ball. 
The party was held on the main deck of the Tower. The spaceship accommodated the extra influx of guests and expanded the parking dock and the halls to match the numerous visitors. The deck was decorated to depict the circuses on Tellus: the bright, colorful fabrics covered the walls, the bright lights hung above and along the walls, and the floor was covered in sand-colored fabric to depict the sawdust in circuses. Up high were trapezes, and down below was the ringmaster, Skelton, dressed in the black top hat, a sequined vest shining when the lights hit, and the plum-colored tuxedo. As many guests had never seen a circus, they admired the setting and chattered lively while being seated.
The circus performers included a group of sad and happy-looking clowns with red, green, orange, and yellow wigs wearing enormous black and red shoes, huge sagging pants, and flower-shaped buttons in their checkered shirts. They also performed trapeze acts like tightrope walking and juggling, and some scenes with trained animals. They were students dressed like clowns.
Akka wore an ankle-length white dress uniform. She stood by the doorway, greeting the visitors. Each guest had been hand-picked by the emperor himself. The emperor had something he wanted from them, but he did not reveal what he needed or wanted from each invited guest. The guests were told that this entertainment by the Tower students was an honor and a treat. 
Hydrangea flowed into the hall dressed in a lavender-colored, long, flowing dress. Her hair was filled with pink and blue fresh flowers, and she had picked all the dried flowers away. She looked ready for a stroll on a beautiful summer day. She glanced around looking for her students. She saw Penelope and Chlorine with her pink and green locks waiting by the curtain and viewing the guests. 
Penelope had a golden half-mask in her hand, and Chlorine had a green one. They planned to place them on their faces when their part of the show started. Chlorine wore a forest green ringmaster’s uniform with black tights. 
The girls exchanged a few words, their heads leaning closer to each other. Then Penelope straightened and her eyes searched around the main deck as if she had felt someone looking. Her eyes stopped at two men: Ivo and Sigsbee, who had entered the main hall through the backdoor. Ivo’s eyes met her, and he winked. He had avoided the bone tattoo detectors and was now ready to perform with the other students. 
Soon after, Silas walked in wearing his white uniform holding Aleesha by the hand. Aleesha wore a creamy white tunic decorated with tiny red flowers. When she came closer, Penelope could see that the flowers were real flowers. She was barefoot and her shiny crystal feet sparkled with each step. The couple stopped next to Sigsbee and Ivo who greeted them. Ivo whispered to Silas, “Did you figure out the dance part?”
Silas gave him a secretive smile. “Yes, I did. Imogen and Hydrangea helped with that.” He pointed at the pool on the back of the main deck and added, “That’s where the dance will happen.” 






  
  Chapter seventeen
The Secret of the Imperial Ball  


The show started as the guests sat down at the tables where they were seated. Akka greeted them once more, announcing, “Our beloved Emperor Inimicus will join us soon. Meanwhile, please enjoy the dishes made in our kitchen here in the Tower. Also, our students will start the performances when the emperor is present.” 
“This is the part that I like most,” Sigsbee told Ivo. “I love to see the different planets come together and enjoy their time together.” He gestured at the skinny, fairy-looking man. “His name is Varvire. It’s strange that he arrived here today. He’s the leader of the planet Knos. He’s at war with that one over there.” He pointed at the gnome-looking man. “That’s Friendayr from the planet Roxos.” 
Ivo grinned at Sigsbee as they stood on the side of the room, watching the guests from different planets arriving. “I never knew there were so many different species. Some look like humans, but some are more like fairies with wings or ogres. And some have dark skin, almost black.”
“True.” Sigsbee’s eyes turned somber. “They would not have arrived if they had known what this invitation included. No one would.”
“You mean the students’ presentations?” Ivo asked. He still wasn’t sure what would happen or what was expected, but he suspected it wasn’t good. 
“Yes, and you know it’s not just a presentation. It’s a show for the emperor how well we have trained assassins and created new weapons,” Sigsbee replied with a whispery voice. 
“Yes, but Elias and I will only show our skills and new technology weapons. We were not instructed to kill anyone,” Ivo whispered to him, looking panicked. “And I know Silas wasn’t trained to assassin anyone either. Or Aleesha. She was asked to dance, and that’s all.”
He knew that Aleesha had lost her feet because she had refused to perform in the previous ball, but no one had mentioned that Aleesha would have to kill someone now, nor that she had agreed to assassin anyone.
“Yes, there are some exceptions – I can’t tell you what Aleesha will do and if she will pass this test or not.” He turned his gaze to Ivo. “I can assure you, though, that your exceptional skills will serve you well in battle. Tonight, the emperor won’t require you to carry out an assassination. Nevertheless, if he is impressed, he'll likely request your expertise in the future. I must be warn you – I cannot guarantee that you'll be exempt from such tasks indefinitely."
Ivo looked appalled. “I knew the emperor was cruel, but who would he assass here?” His eyes darted around the room. “Who’d do the assassinations?”
Looking uncomfortable, Sigsbee replied, “Keep your voice down.” He looked around, pulled Ivo to an alcove where no one could hear or see them, and revealed the secret. “Hydrangea’s team will do the assassinations tonight. She was ordered to prepare her students for doing the kills. Also, she had no choice. When the emperor tells you something, you must obey. Otherwise, he will just replace you and get someone else to do your job.” He paused and added, “I don’t know who the targets are. I was not informed of that fact. I know Hydrangea’s students were instructed to be discreet and fast in their job, nothing bloody or gross.”  He looked around the room and added, “When the guests arrived, I wondered the same thing, too: who are the targeted guests? Who will leave tonight, and who will stay behind dead as a doornail? I don’t know the answer.”
Ivo swallowed hard. “Hydrangea’s students? That means Penelope, Chlorine, and Violetta will be part of the assassins tonight.” His eyes darted around the room, trying to locate his friends. He hadn’t seen Violetta and Chlorine tonight. He had spotted Penelope earlier, but now, when the guests crowded the room, it was hard to see where she was. “Penelope didn’t mention anything about that when we were in the city, and she was doing her shopping!”
“I know she didn’t. She wasn’t allowed to,” Sigsbee said and added, “Calm down. You can’t spoil the evening now that you know the truth.”







  
  Chapter eighteen
Ivo and Sigsbee


Ivo glanced at his instructor. “I know Silas said Aleesha was told to kill someone, but what if she can’t? She failed once, and her feet were cut off and replaced with that glittery and easily breaking glass.” 
Sigsbee’s eyes darted around the room until he found Aleesha and Silas by the pool. “She must kill someone because that’s the emperor’s order. If she doesn’t, then… You know she will lose something else. A pretty girl like her would be a great guinea pig for our Akka in her research lab. She might give Aleesha an artificial body or lop off her arms and change them to something completely different. I would not want to go against the emperor’s orders if I were her and if she wants to live as a human instead of a lab experiment.”
Ivo sighed. “Silas said he’s got this. He has a plan. I hope it works.”
“Silas seems to fancy that girl,” Sigsbee said softly. 
“Yes, he does. I think it’s the first time he has taken care of someone. He never had a pet. Growing up as a clone, I guess he missed the bond between humans even though he had a mother and a sister. He doesn’t know if they are still alive or not.” Ivo looked around and saw a commotion in the doorway. 
A call from the doorway. “The Emperor!”
“Look smart and lethal,” Sigsbee whispered. “We’re on duty here. We are protecting his life.”
Straightening their backs and placing their hands behind their backs, they stepped forward from the alcove to stand in position while the emperor walked in and viewed the room full of guests. Ivo glanced and saw Elias ten feet away with Charms in a similar position as soldiers.
Emperor Inimicus made a deliberate entrance, his slender frame pausing in the doorway as he surveyed the room. His gaze swept across the space, taking in the assembled guests and the meticulously arranged setting. Resplendent in a light pink silk tunic, black trousers, and black-gold ankle boots, he strode confidently to the seat reserved for him at the rear of the room, where he could command a clear view of the proceedings. Akka approached and settled beside him while a select group of imperial guards took strategic positions, forming a protective cordon behind the emperor.
As the emperor settled into his seat, the Tower's instructors – Hydrangea, Figs, and Imogen – hastened to pay their respects, gathering around him with an air of deference.
“Do you need to go there too?” Ivo whispered to Sigsbee.
“No, I’m on protective duty. I’ll stay here and observe the party.” Sigsbee replied without moving his eyes from the emperor.
Hydrangea wore her flowery blue dress, and her hair looked messier with flowers and vines hanging from it on her shoulders. 
She seems nervous, Ivo thought. It must be because her students were told to kill attendees. Who will they kill? 
As he couldn’t go around looking for his friends, Ivo’s eyes surveyed the room, but he had no idea who the target could be. His eyes met Chlorine’s eyes, and she winked. She had her pink-green braided hair on top like a crown, and she wore a black leather outfit. Chlorine leaned on a bike. 
Is she going to use the bike in her act? She can’t kill with a bike. That’s too messy. If the orders were to kill without a bloody mess, how would that happen with a bike? No, perhaps that’s just a prop, Ivo wondered. 
Next, he saw Penelope with Violetta. They talked about something in the corner of the room. Penelope looked concerned. Violetta seemed to argue something against what Penelope said, and Penelope looked angry. Ivo could read her lips saying: “No, don’t do that!”
What’s going on? Ivo wondered. 







  
  Chapter nineteen
 Silas and Aleesha’s Dance


Emperor Inimicus surveyed the room, his gaze sweeping across the crowd as they continued their lively conversations. With a gentle tap of his wine glass, he commanded attention, and as the room fell silent, he rose to his feet, his presence commanding the focus of all. Immediately, the room quieted, and the visitors turned their eyes on him. He smiled. “Welcome to the Imperial Ball. You will see today's fabulous and extraordinary performances by our newly recruited students from Earth. Please, let’s give them a warm welcome.” He clapped his hands, and the others joined them.  
When the emperor sat down, Akka rose and introduced the first performance. “The first performance is a dance. Aleesha, it’s your turn.” Her cold eyes searched the room for Silas and Aleesha and found them standing calmly together by the poolside. 
Imogen wore a light green silk dress with lilies and seashells in her long red hair. She clasped her hands together and kept her eyes on Aleesha, hoping she would master this dance and the kill. 
Aleesha tiptoed carefully ahead, curtsied deep in front of the emperor’s table, and then returned to the poolside. 
Silas asked, “Ship, please start the music.” The spaceship obeyed his command, and slow dance music started. Silas lifted Aleesha into the pool on top of one of the lily pads. The pool looked the same as the day before when they had practiced, except in the middle was a new lily flowering. Its single red flower was as large as any of the lily pads. 
Aleesha's flowing white tunic, adorned with delicate red florals, billowed around her legs as she began a mesmerizing dance. Her movements were as lithe and precise as those of a ballet performer. 
Silas's gaze remained fixed on Aleesha, but as her dance reached its climax, he stole a glance at the emperor. 
Inimicus's expression was a study in contrasts - pleasure and perplexity warring for dominance.
He’ll get his kill, Silas thought grimly.
The dance ended in the middle of the pool. As Aleesha stepped on the large flower in the middle of the pool, the flower cried out loud as if someone was stabbing a knife at it. The flower’s petals turned gray and withered, and the smell of rot erupted from it. In seconds, the flower transformed into a pile of ashes under Aleesha’s feet. She stared at her feet and the dead flower as if she had not known that would happen. 
Silas grabbed her by the waist and lifted her from the pool. “Time to bow,” he whispered as he lowered her back to the ground. 
He addressed the ship, “Please, stop the music now.” And the music faded into thin air.
Aleesha glanced at Silas’s friendly eyes, and he nodded encouragingly. She took a deep breath and glided back to bow to the emperor. She waited for his judgment with her head down. 
Silence fell into the room as the music had stopped, and all the eyes were turned to the emperor. 
The applause startled her, and she looked up. 
Emperor Inimicus applauded her! 
“Clever girl,” Inimicus started staring at her. “You killed the flower in the middle, which was quite a show, and you danced beautifully, if I may say. I would have saved your feet if you had done this the last time. You’re free.” He waved his hand to show her to leave, and Aleesha glimpsed at Imogen, winked at her, and returned calmly back to where Silas waited for her.  
Aleesha jumped on Silas’s neck, hugged him, and kissed him in front of everyone. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Aleesha whispered. “You saved my life.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Ivo's smirk grew wider as he watched from his guarding place. "Silas did it. Aleesha is free."
Sigsbee nodded in approval. "Yes, that was clever. She didn't harm a real person, just an artificially created plant designed to mimic human screams."
Ivo's grin broadened. "Brilliant plan! I had no idea."
But Ivo’s attention was soon diverted to a more pressing concern. As he observed Silas during the dance, he was struck by the boy's rapid growth. Just a short time ago, Silas was a typical twelve-year-old in New York, but now he appeared to be in his late teens. Ivo's brow furrowed with worry. What could cause this accelerated aging? Was there a genetic flaw? He made a mental note to discuss this with Sigsbee, hoping his mentor might offer some insight into this phenomenon.







  
  Chapter twenty
Hydrangea’s Assassins


Hydrangea glanced at her assassin ladies. She touched her hair nervously and dropped a few flowers from her hairdo on the floor.  
Akka stood up and said, “Next, more ladies will show their talents.” 
Emperor Inimicus stared ahead as he knew who would be killed. He didn’t want to give anyone a warning with a grin or gloating look. 
Ivo wished he could have left his post and gone to ask Penelope what was going on with Violetta and her, but he couldn’t. Besides, now that their show was about to start, it was too late anyhow.
“Keep an eye on the students and what they do. They are supposed to be terrific, and you’re not supposed to notice the assassin,” Sigsbee whispered to him.
Ivo nodded and kept his eyes on Penelope, who wore her ringmaster’s outfit and red leather boots. She had half a mask on her face, so she wasn’t recognizable unless you knew who she was. She had a whip in her hand and cracked it in the air to ensure her team was ready to perform. Bowing towards the emperor, Penelope and her colleagues, Violetta and Chlorine, gathered before the table, and then the show started.
Violetta started a seducing dance and singing past the tables with a low, husky voice, and while she was doing that, she opened her silk tunic, revealing black tights and a black-red lacy corset. 
She’s the distraction, Ivo thought. Everyone kept their eyes on her while the other two could do something else. Thus, he kept an eye on Chlorine and Penelope.
Penelope climbed behind Chlorine to sit. Chlorine started her bike’s engine and drove slowly toward the tables when something unexpected happened.
Violetta fell to the ground. She was stiff like a stick, and her eyes stared upwards, unseen. 
Ivo heard Penelope curse, and then she and Chlorine drove toward the girl on the floor. 
Hydrangea rushed to her fallen student and ordered, “Take her to my office. I’ll see what I can do.”
Chlorine nodded. Penelope climbed down from the bike and helped Chlorine lift the unconscious girl on the bike in front of her. She drove away.
Hydrangea moved closer to Penelope. “What happened? I saw you two arguing earlier.”
Penelope shrugged. “Let’s finish the show. I can finish it myself if I can get someone to play music and sing.”
“I can arrange that,” Hydrangea replied and rushed to the table and asked, “Imogen, could you come with me? I need some help.”
Imogen stood up and excused herself. 
Hydrangea pulled her aside and said, “Something went wrong, I don’t know yet what, but I need you to sing and use the ship to create music for you. Can you do that?”
“Yes, of course. Don’t worry.” Imogen rushed to the wall side, patted the ship's wall, and requested some music for her. Soon, melodic music echoed in the room, and Imogen began her singing. It was a strange song from a faraway world, but it made everyone concentrate on her while Penelope strolled back towards the hallway and brought in Boots the cat and Barkie the dog. 
She had rings with her now and started a little trick show with them. While doing that, she carefully chose her path among the tables, and when she was next to the table where the target was, she opened one of her nails and let out a grub from under it to the target’s neck. The grub moved to the person’s neck and the victim didn’t feel much at all. She moved like that past all the tables and planted three grubs among the guests. The visitors’ eyes were mostly on the pets or Imogen’s performance. 
When she had passed all the tables, she returned to the side of the room and let Barky and Boots out of the ballroom. 
She nodded to Imogen, who ended the song. 
She lifted her whip in the air and cracked it loudly. 
That was the sign for the grubs to bite. And they did. 
The victims felt a little prick like a needle, and that was all they felt. They fell face forward on their table. 
Hydrangea held her breath for a long time, and when she saw that, she exhaled loudly. She was saved. This one girl had done all the work. Relief flashed on her face.
Emperor Inimicus stood up and clapped his hands. “Excellent! Superb!” Penelope bowed, and so did Hydrangea. “I must gratulate you, Hydrangea, for your excellent teamwork.” 
Hydrangea beamed.

      [image: image-placeholder]Back in their guarding area, Ivo glimpsed Sigsbee. “Penelope killed three tonight.”
“Yes, she’s lethal. I didn’t even see how she did it.” Sigsbee’s voice was grave. “Her swift action not only eliminated the threat but also saved the lives of Hydrangea and her students. The alternative is unthinkable – without her intervention, they would all be lost."
Ivo glimpsed his mentor and whispered, “Is this empire or the emperor worth all this?”
Sigsbee met his gaze. He had no answer except, “We don’t have a choice, do we?”
Ivo thought about that. He knew who he was and could get the resistance to follow him if he wanted to take back his father’s throne – but did he want that? He wasn’t sure he was ready.






  
  Chapter twenty-one
The Wraith


After the three unconscious or dead victims were removed from their tables, the dinner started.  
Hydrangea excused herself and rushed through the side door heading the same way Penelope had disappeared earlier after Violetta and Chlorine.
Ivo asked, “Do you think we’ll have to present any weapon skills?”
“I’d be ready to show off some shooting with a bow and arrow after the dinner and sharpshooting skills,” Sigsbee replied. “We don’t have to shoot anyone. All the assassins are completed, I assume.”
“Who were the targets tonight?” Ivo asked, curious to know how their death would benefit the emperor and his reign.
“The first one I pointed to you earlier. He was the leader of Knos, His name was Varvire. The second was the gnome-looking guy, Friendayr, from the planet Roxos. The third one was from the water world Neptun. I don’t recall his name.”
“Why did the emperor want to get rid of them?”
Sigsbee glanced at him and raised his eyebrows. “Politics. If Knos and Roxos are without strong leaders, there is a vacuum of power, and he can exploit it by taking over both planets. The water world is important because of the various fish and other sea creatures. We don’t even know all of the species they have. Some species could be important if they can be used in underwater battles or spying, and also if they are poisonous. A water world is an interesting acquisition in his empire because it can also provide an endless source of edible fish.”
“I see,” Ivo replied. He considered the answer, and then said, “I would have rather started a negotiation with the planets if I wanted them to join my empire. I’m sure a large empire like this would have a lot to offer to allies.”
“You’re smart. And yes, you’re right. That’s a peaceful way to proceed. The emperor has never been much for friendliness, kindness, or peace.” Sigsbee lowered his voice when he said that.

      [image: image-placeholder]Meanwhile, in Hydrangea’s office, Violetta was placed on the bed, and Chlorine and Penelope stood beside her still body. They turned their heads when they heard their instructor entering her quarters. 
“Oh dear, I warned you girls to be careful with the bugs,” Hydrangea hurried to check up on the patient.   
Penelope shrugged and removed her mask. She was always careful. She didn’t need to be reminded of that. Chlorine rolled her eyes.
Hydrangea motioned with her hand and the door slid open to her laboratory. She waited by the doorway while the girls placed Violetta on a stretcher and then directed the stretcher to the middle of the laboratory and landed it on top of the medical bed. 
“There’s no known cure for the bite of the Death Slumber bug. However, the victim could be awakened, but there will be side effects,” Hydrangea advised Penelope and Chlorine while browsing through her various bottles of different shapes and sizes on the self finally settling on a narrow bottle with a bright scarlet liquid in it. She picked up a syringe from a desk drawer. “This will make her conscious, but not like she was before.”  She administered an inch of the red liquid to her syringe and pressed it directly into her neck vein. 
“Okay, now we’ll just wait. The bite should heal soon,” Hydrangea commented. 
The grub-bitten Violetta looked less pale by the second. But to Penelope’s surprise, not the way Penelope had expected: She was vanishing in front of their eyes. She was see-through like a ghost, not the flesh and bone of a normal girl you could reach out and touch. 
“What’s happening to her?” Penelope whispered, lifting her gloved hand to her mouth.
Hydrangea glanced at her sideways while checking the vital signs of the vanishing girl. “She’s all right. She is a wraith now.”
“A wraith?” Both Penelope and Chlorine repeated, their eyes darting from Hydrangea back to the vanishing Violetta.
“Yes, it’s a wispy kind of creature. Not dead, but alive. They are not solid but made of shadows. You can discern her features, and she is still the same person as before, except she has no corporeal body.” She paused, squinted her eyes as if considering something, and added, “She can merge into the shadows, and she might be able to walk through the walls. The emperor might consider her more valuable in this form because she would be an excellent spy. I have to go see Akka and tell her about this new development.” She brushed her hand through her flowery head and quickly viewed her outfit in the mirror.  Her hair looked a bit droopy, and she opened the faucet, took some water in her palm, and sprinkled the water into her flowers to make them perky again. “That’s better,” she muttered to herself and left the room, leaving Penelope and Chlorine with the wraith girl. 
They sat by her bedside and held her hands. Chlorine sniffed. “I never thought something would happen to us. I know we were supposed to be assassins today, but being changed into this vanishing body…”
Penelope glimpsed her. “All the poisonous insects, plants, and mushrooms we have handled this year, this never happened. Hydrangea kept us safe, but Violetta didn’t understand; she wasn’t ready for her performance. She wanted to show off. It was her ambition that got her wounded.”
“You stupid girl,” Penelope whispered to Violetta. “You should have obeyed Hydrangea. It wasn’t a competition to see who was the best and the brightest. These are extremely dangerous, deadly bugs that we deal with. You should have let me do the job. You were not ready.”
Silently, she tried to stroke her hair but failed, as it was now see-through and intangible. However, she still saw it crowning her head and flowing over the pillow. 
No response. Violetta was still unconscious.
Why do Hydrangea’s healing skills always turn out to be experiments? Penelope pondered, shaking her head a bit. They cure but don’t completely heal the person, just like what happened to Elias: his heart plant is to sustain his life, but it doesn’t heal his heart or return him to normal duty. He’ll have to watch out for strenuous activities so his plant doesn’t get hurt or die. I haven’t asked her for a cure for myself, but I should tell her, Penelope thought as she watched the silent, vanishing girl on the bed.







  
  Chapter twenty-two
Back at the Dinner


“All the targets have been eliminated, so she's off the hook. No punishment needed, and she can stay in this spaceship,” Ivo muttered as he watched Hydrangea return. She immediately whispered to Akka, who informed the emperor of what she had said. They all looked very pleased, which made Ivo suspicious. What were they plotting now? 
Emperor Inimicus bestowed a rare, fleeting smile upon Akka and Hydrangea as Hydrangea took her seat. The tension in Hydrangea's face had eased, replaced by a look of palpable relief.
“What’s going on there?” Ivo asked Sigsbee. “Why do they look thrilled?” 
“I don’t know, but I can go and find out,” Sigsbee muttered. “It’s never a good sign if the emperor looks like a cat after catching a big fat mouse.” He added, “I’ll have to go there anyhow to find out when the emperor wants the weapon show to start. The dinner is going on now, so I don’t think it would be before everyone has finished.” He left Ivo by the wall and casually approached the professors’ table, where the emperor was also seated.
Emperor Inimicus brushed some crumbs off his pink silk tunic and crossed his leg over his other, showing his black-gold ankle boots. When Sigsbee approached, he gave him a wary look. Sigsbee stopped beside him and stood looking stern and official when he inquired, “When would you like to see our weapons show, Your Highness?”  
Emperor Inimicus stared at him with emotionless eyes and said slowly. “Perhaps, after dinner. It would distract the audience too much to follow a target shooting while eating.”
“Excellent, Your Highness,” Sigsbee replied and then moved behind the professors and whispered to Hydrangea, “What happened?”
“Violetta is alive, but she is a wraith now,” Hydrangea whispered back, glimpsing Sigsbee before turning her eyes back to the table. 
Sigsbee moved quietly away from the table and back to the wall side where Ivo awaited him. He positioned himself next to Ivo and said, “Violetta is alive, but she’s turned into a wraith. I’m not sure what that means, so don’t ask me more because I don’t have any answers. And our weapons show will be after dinner.” His eyes darted around the room, ensuring everything looked normal and the other guards were in place. 
Sigsbee’s eyes met Elias, standing across the room in the shadows. He nodded to Elias, who lifted his chin a bit, showing he saw his gaze. Elias had a cape over his shoulders to cover the Bloodsucker on his shoulder. You could still see a bump on his shoulder, but anyone seeing him for the first time would think that it could be a battery for a weapon or something else related to the weapons.
Ivo’s thoughts returned to Penelope, Charms, and Violetta. Their job tonight was deadly, and Violetta was no longer a normal human. Was this all worth it? We could have stayed back on Earth and tried to survive there. Then he realized that was not even a choice because they had no medicine there, the winter was coming, and with no money or cards to use, they couldn’t have survived through the winter in a city already partly demolished by the alien attack.
He made a mental note to have a serious talk with Penelope because she could have been killed or injured today. Her apprenticeship was not healthy.  
His eyes veered to the waitresses who came in. They had entered the ship with the emperor’s guards. They all carried trays with drinks and plates, except one…






  
  Chapter twenty-three
   The Deadly Waitress


Ivo’s eyes followed the waitress with a large white towel over her tray. She had purple braided hair and a narrow face with high cheekbones. Her skin was obsidian dark, and Ivo could see her light blue eyes flash with anger as she searched around the room. When her eyes found who they were looking for, they bored into the emperor. Her mouth set in a hard line, and she casually moved towards the table, passing several guest tables on her way to the end of the room. 
Ivo held his breath. Something was off with that waitress. He nudged at Sigsbee and whispered, “Check out that one waitress with purple hair. She is not like the others.”
“Yes, I saw her too. Let’s go take care of her,” Sigsbee said, and together, they rushed toward the emperor’s table, reaching it before the waitress. 
Sigsbee straightened his arm and pressed some buttons and a forcefield appeared, protecting everyone behind it, including Ivo, the professors, and the emperor.
Akka stood up. “What’s going on?”  
Sigsbee said, “I think we have an intruder here.” He kept his eyes on the waitress who kept approaching them. 
When the waitress was in shooting distance, she pulled away the fabric covering her tray, grabbed a large flame thrower from the tray, and tossed the tray away. She yelled, “For my people, for the victims of your cruelty! Die Inimicus!” She turned on the flame thrower, hitting the forcefield. She kept running towards the table, but the flames were repelled from the forcefield. 
The guards finally noticed that something was off, and they ran toward the waitress, who then turned the flames on them. She managed to burn two before Ivo decided to save the rest. “Turn off the forcefield now,” he told Sigsbee, who looked puzzled but did as he was asked to. 
Ivo grabbed a knife from his leg storage and threw it on the waitress’s right shoulder. She screamed in pain, dropping the weapon, and the rest of the guards were able to arrest her. They held her tightly as Emperor Inimicus stood up slowly and walked to her.
“Who are you? How did you get in here?” Inimicus asked her.
She lifted her chin and spat on his face. “I don’t tell you anything.”
Inimicus's expression turned cold and calculating. "Oh, but you will cooperate," he said, his voice dripping with menace. With a curt gesture, he summoned Akka. "Take her into custody. She'll make an ideal subject for our research. Extract every last detail from her – ensure it's done before...the deadline." Everyone knew what he meant by ‘the deadline”. It was a death sentence for this assassin.
Akka nodded. “Of course, your highness.” She turned her eyes to the guards. Her eyes searched for Tower’s own guards, and when she spotted one, she gestured for him to come closer. “Show these guards the way to the -3 level of Tower and prepare a cell for this assassin. I will deal with her later.”
Emperor Inimicus placed his hands behind his back and turned his eyes on Sigsbee and Ivo. “Thank you for saving my life tonight. I will remember this.” His eyes faced Ivo, who stood still and kept his eyes straight ahead. 
The emperor said to Sigsbee, “I will have to congratulate you, Sigsbee. Tonight's visit was to show your new weapon inventions and how well you have trained your new students. This student standing next to you showed precision, skills in throwing a knife, and fast thinking. And your portable forcefield shield was an incredible invention.” He clapped his hands, and the professors joined. “Excellent work, Sigsbee.”
Sigsbee bowed. “Thank you, Your Highness.”
The emperor turned to face the other professors and said, “I think this was quite enough for a weapons demonstration tonight. Let's continue with dance and some light entertainment for the rest of the evening.” 
Akka gestured to Imogen, who had paled during the attack and looked almost sick. She didn’t like violence.  “Imogen, please ask the ship to play soothing dance music.” She faced the guest tables and added, “And whoever wants to dance can do so. The dance floor is all yours.”  She turned to the remaining waitresses and said, “Keep serving drinks and desserts to the tables.”
Imogen rose, went to the ship’s wall and whispered, and soon after, the ship started playing soft dance music. 
Ivo and Sigsbee returned to the wall side. Elias moved around the room and met them there. “Great work!” 
“We don’t have to demonstrate any more weapons, so you’re safe with the Bloodsucker. No one saw it,” Sigsbee commented. 
Elias beamed. 
“What about Penelope and Violetta?” Elias asked as he didn’t know what had happened, so Ivo filled him in on what they had heard from Hydrangea. “A wraith? I’ve never seen or met one before.” 







  
  Chapter twenty-four
After the Ball


The rest of the Imperial Ball went without a hitch. First, they hesitated a bit to go to the dance floor, but when Emperor Inimicus took Akka to the floor, some guests followed.  
A few hours passed, and then Emperor Inimicus faked a yawn by the table and said, “I think I will retire now. You can continue partying without me.”  He gestured to his guards, who surrounded him as he walked away from the main hall and to his shuttle. 
When he had left, a sigh rose from Hydrangea, and she stood up. “I will have to go look after my student.” She hurried away. 
Ivo turned to Sigsbee. “Can I go too?” 
Elias turned his gaze to meet Sigsbee’s. He wanted to leave with Ivo. 
Sigsbee nodded, “Yes, you both may leave. I don’t need you here to supervise the rest of the guests. All the killings and assassination attempts are most likely done for the evening.”
Ivo and Elias left quickly and went to see Penelope in Hydrangea’s quarters.  Penelope was still there by Violetta’s bed, but Chlorine had left. 
Penelope heard the alarm inside, alerting her that someone was at the door, and went to open it. 
“Violetta is still unconscious,” Penelope said when she met Elias and Ivo by the doorway. She took off the half-mask she had worn at the ball but still wore her ringmaster suit, including the long gloves.
“Why didn’t you tell us that you were assigned to kill someone tonight?” Ivo asked.
"We were sworn to secrecy," Penelope explained. "Our mission was to eliminate the targets depicted in the images we received - that's all we knew. We had no information about their identities, ranks, or backgrounds. And if we hadn't attempted to carry out our orders, I'm certain we would have been eliminated ourselves." She shrugged, her expression matter-of-fact.
Ivo stared at her awhile before asking, “Are you sick? You don’t look well at all. Did you get infected by the bugs, too?”
A faint blush colored Penelope’s neck and cheeks. She didn’t look Ivo in the eyes when she replied, “I’m fine, really, I’m good.”
“No, you’re not. Why don’t you tell us what’s going on?” Elias said. “We were together in the city scavenging food and items for months, and we looked after each other. I thought that would count as a friendship.”
“Whatever it is, we will help you,” Ivo promised.
Penelope sighed. She had never told anyone about her disease, but perhaps it was the right time to do that. Her disease was visible now on her face, and her fingers had already nerve damage. “Okay, come to my room, and I will tell you, but you must promise to keep it a secret. I haven’t even told Hydrangea yet.”
They followed Penelope to her quarters. They hadn’t visited there for months, and now they looked awed around her quarters, and they were larger now than before. It included a small room for Barky, the chihuahua, Boots, and the cat. It also had closets and shelves full of weird specimens, liquids, and containers full of creepy crawlers. 
“Imogen has done some work for you, I guess,” Ivo said, chuckling. “This is double the size of our rooms.” This was definitely her handiwork.
“Yes, she helped because I had so many experimental items, bugs, and other creatures here, as well as Boots and Barky,” Penelope replied lightly and sat into a large, comfortable round chair. “Please, take a seat.”
When Ivo and Elias sat down on a couch in front of her, Penelope looked hesitant. She didn’t know what to say. She wrung her hands in her lap and frowned. 
“Just tell us,” Ivo said gently. “Don’t worry about what we think about you or how we feel about you. We will always be your friends regardless of what you need to say.”
Penelope looked up. “I have a disease. I got it back on Earth, but I didn’t know I had contracted it until later. It’s a really bad disease, and I don’t have anything to treat it with.”
“What is it?” Elias asked.
“It’s called Hansen’s disease,” she said quietly, avoiding Elias’s eyes. “Leprosy.”
Ivo’s eyes stared blankly at her. He had no idea what that was.
Elias, on the other hand, straightened and said, “Oh my,” and then he quieted.
“Fill me in,” Ivo asked, looking from Penelope to Elias. “I don’t know that disease.”
“It’s a disease that destroys your nerves, thickens your skin, and you can lose your limbs if it continues too far without treatment,” Elias replied, staring at Penelope. “The first signs usually are the thickened skin on the forehead, and that’s why they call it the lion face.”
Penelope pushed off her bangs, showing her forehead, whose skin was thick and wrinkly. Then she pulled off her gloves. The boys saw her disfigured right hand. “I don’t feel anything on the tips of my fingers,” she said, sobbing. “This is awful.”
“You must tell Hydrangea. She can help,” Elias said. “She gave me the Bloodsucker when I was running out of meds.”
“Her treatment is never a cure. It just postpones the inevitable,” Penelope replied quietly. “I don’t think I want to postpone my death if I will look like a monster forever.”
“The sooner you start a treatment, the less damage there will be,” Elias replied. “Besides, even if her treatment is not a final cure, it will give you time to find the right medication. Look at me. I didn’t want this plant to be part of my daily life, but I wouldn’t have a life without it. So, please consider this: if you want to live, talk to Hydrangea. She’s your trainer. She will figure out something to help you.”
Taking a deep breath, Penelope nodded. She let her breath out. “I will.”
“We will come with you, so you don’t panic or skip telling her,” Ivo said. “We’ll do it now, so you won’t change your mind.”






  
  Chapter twenty-five
Hydrangea’s New Task 


“First, I want to check on Violetta,” Penelope replied. “I don’t want to bother Hydrangea if Violetta needs her help. She was still unconscious when we left.” 
“We’ll come with you,” Ivo said firmly, and Elias nodded. “Besides, I’ve never seen a wraith before.” 
“We want to make sure that you’ll be okay,” Elias commented, putting his arm over her shoulder. 
Penelope cringed but didn’t push his arm away.
Ivo stared at her and said, “You must get a cure. What if you want to be with someone and kiss someone? Now, you’re afraid you will transmit the disease to anyone. I saw you flinching when Elias put his arm around your shoulder. Am I correct that the disease won’t transmit without bodily fluid exchange?”
Penelope’s eyes were wide in horror. At first, she paled and then blushed. Deep blotches of red appeared on her cheeks. She opened her mouth and closed it and then looked down. “Yes, only with direct contact with the other person,” she replied quietly. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Elias noticed something else in Penelope that he had not seen before. She likes Ivo, he realized. She never blushed when I was nearby, but now she fears losing Ivo! 
He turned his eyes to Ivo, who looked calm as a cucumber. He wasn’t panicking or shying away from Penelope. Instead, he kept his eyes on her and looked determined to help her.  
I believe they both like each other, Elias thought and almost grinned. He would love to see these two fall in love… They were his best friends. He had never had that feeling toward Penelope. They were not a match, but Ivo and Penelope… that was a different story. They seemed to work well together and laugh at the same things. Yes, I believe they would be a great couple, he ended his thoughts. Ivo’s eyes met him, and he raised his eyebrows as if asking, what now? 

      [image: image-placeholder]They headed to the door, left her quarters, and returned to Hydrangea’s quarters, where Violetta was unconscious. 
Penelope pressed her palm on the panel next to the door, and it slid open immediately. 
This time, the boys followed her inside. 
Large pink and green couches and comfortable chairs were scattered around the room, and multiple vines climbed on the walls over the bookshelves. 
Elias looked around. The room had similar vibes as before, but it was now oval instead of square. More flowering vines were on the wall sides than before. 
Penelope didn’t stay there because she had left Violetta in the next room adjacent to this one. 
She opened that door and went inside gesturing the boys to follow her. Hydrangea was there. 
“I’ve never been in this room,” Elias said. “I saw the library and research center, but I didn’t know there was an additional room here.”
“It’s just a temporary one now,” Hydrangea replied, glimpsing who came in, and then her eyes veered back to Violetta. 
Violetta was transparent, but you could see her features. Ivo came closer and tried to touch her hair, but his hand went through. 
"She's a wraith," Hydrangea observed. "A being who exists beyond the confines of a physical form. It's as if she's a living, breathing spirit – untethered and free to roam. She'll be able to traverse walls and enter any space she desires, unencumbered by the limitations of a mortal body."
“So, she hasn’t awakened yet?” Penelope inquired, frowning, standing next to the bed.
“No, not yet. I don’t know how long she will be unconscious. She’s alive, and that’s all that matters right now.” 
Hydrangea viewed Ivo and Elias and asked, “Did you boys have something to ask me?”
Elias glimpsed at Ivo and said, “Yes, we want you to help Penelope when you have time.”
Hydrangea turned her eyes to Penelope, who looked mortified. “I hoped you’d come to me eventually, Penelope. I’ve seen you change and didn’t like what I saw.” She rose. “Let me call Chlorine back to watch over Violetta.” 
She tapped her wrist communicator, and when Chlorine replied, “Can you come and stay with Violetta? I have some things to do.” 
“Yes, of course. Can I bring my sister Charms with me?” Chlorine asked. 
“Yes, two is better than one,” Hydrangea replied and ended the call. She stood up and put her hands on her hips. “We should go to my research lab.” Her eyes darted from Penelope to the boys, and she asked gently, “Penelope, would you like the boys to come with us?”
“Yes, that would be fine. They are my friends,” Penelope replied quietly. “They already know what’s wrong with me so it’s not a secret.”






  
  Chapter twenty-six
Hydrangea’s Research and Archive Rooms


“Hydrangea stood up and started rummaging through her drawers. She checked out under a pile of books, muttering, “Where did I put it?” 
“What are you looking for?” Penelope asked. “Maybe we can help.”
“Just my keys again.” She crouched, looked under the table, and muttered, “No, not there this time.” And then smiled, put her hand in her pocket, and pulled out a small pipe. She blew on it, and a tinny whistle echoed in the room. 
A similar whistle replied from the flowerpot near the wall.  Hydrangea marched there, tilted the pot, and pulled out a huge, old-fashioned golden key. “I found it! Let’s go!”
“You have a reminder pipe in your pocket for your keys?” Ivo commented but didn’t expect any answer as Hydrangea was already moving towards the door and out to the hallway.  
Penelope grinned as she had seen it before. 
They walked to the large metal door at the end of the hallway. The heavy door was decorated with images of dragons, birds, and lizards crawling around the door’s surface. 
Elias recalled this place when he had gotten his Bloodsucker plant. 
Ivo had not been there before, so he stared at the moving images. He didn’t recall seeing anything like that before, and although his memory was still not back, he believed this door was extraordinary. Maybe someday I could ask Hydrangea to help me with my memory, he thought.
“Calm now, my pets,” Hydrangea cooed to them, pulling out her key. 
“Are they real?” Ivo whispered. Elias nodded. “They are her pets from a different dimension. She explained that to me when I go the Bloodsucker.” Even if he had spoken quietly, the door creatures turned to him when they heard him speaking.
Hydrangea’s eyes darted at Ivo, and she explained. “This is a portal door. These are my domesticated creatures, living in a different dimension than us. They view this dimension as around and above them. They can enter our world if I allow them to enter through the portal, but otherwise, they cannot.” Hydrangea opened the door, and Ivo could swear he saw the creatures trying to snatch her key as she opened the door. “No, no. It’s not time for you to visit here,” Hydrangea muttered and put the key back in her pocket. 

Hydrangea went ahead, and the students followed him, avoiding touching the door and the creatures.  
The octahedral-shaped archives sprawled around from one bigger room to multiple smaller ones.  When Ivo looked around, he noticed various specimens of plants and animals in jars.  
Hydrangea hurried to the far end of the archives. “This way,” she urged them. They entered a spacious greenhouse with small glass terrariums. In the middle of the room, a working table with various pruning and grafting tools was positioned. She sat beside the table and gestured to the stools around it. “Sit down.” She turned her gaze to Penelope and asked, “What’s wrong with you, girl?”
Penelope explained her disease and symptoms, showing her forehead and her disfigured hands. 
Hydrangea clicked her tongue as she studied her hands. She put on long gloves and then grabbed Penelope’s hand, turning it palm up, viewing it, bending her fingers, and asking her to make a fist and open it. Penelope did what she could. “Do you have any feeling on your fingers?” Hydrangea asked, looking worried.
“Not in fingertips, but otherwise, yes,” Penelope replied quietly. When Hydrangea let go of her hands, she quickly hid them under the table. 
Hydrangea stood up and moved on to study her forehead. “Hmm, I see.” She took off the gloves and dropped them in the trash. 
Sighing, she sat down and tapped the table with her fingers. 
“I have not seen this disease before. I don’t have the medicine the humans use to treat this,” she replied. 
“They use antibiotics to treat it,” Penelope replied. “I studied it when I first realized I had contracted it. It said it needed multi-drug therapy, including the medicines called dapsone, rifampicin, and clofazimine. But of course, when the aliens attacked Earth, I was not able to get the treatment as all the children and teens were dropped off in different cities. We had no medical treatment available in New York, where I ended up and where I met Elias and Ivo.”
“I don’t know any of those medications, and I don’t have access to those, so what I can do is make a treatment plan for you. We’ll have to see what will work and what will not,” Hydrangea commented. 
Penelope nodded. 
“First, I think I will have to take a blood and skin tissue sample of you, and we’ll see what I can find out,” Hydrangea replied. She stood up and went to a side table. She pulled open a drawer, picked up another pair of thin gloves, a surgical knife, a small sample container, and a syringe, walked next to Penelope, and said, “This won’t hurt.” The needle was huge, almost as big as Ivo’s hand. Penelope paled, but she sat still while she was poked. She put the syringe on the table and said, “Now, I must scrape your fingertips. You said you don’t feel anything on your fingertips, so that should not hurt.” She grabbed Penelope’s hand and scraped off some of her skin from her fingertips. 
Penelope sat still. 
She discarded her gloves and went to the microscope when she was done. “This might take a while.” She gestured to the other side table. “There’s cookies and tea if you like.”







  
  Chapter twenty-seven
 Silas and Aleesha After the Ball


After killing a flower successfully in her dance, Aleesha and Silas exited the main hall and went to the elevators.   
Silas took out a small device that looked like a silver pen and clicked the end of it once.  Aleesha looked puzzled. “What is that tool, and why did you click it?
Silas scanned their surroundings, ensuring they were not being approached. He turned back to Aleesha. "This device disrupts all nearby surveillance, including spy-eyes and cameras."
Aleesha's eyes widened, but she didn’t say a word.
As the elevator chimed, Silas ushered her inside and pressed the button for level -3, a restricted area housing both prisoners and portals.
"I'm about to share a secret with you," Silas said, his voice low and serious. "I need your assurance that you won't breathe a word to Akka or the emperor."
Aleesha nodded solemnly, her gaze locked on Silas. She remembered the debt she owed him – the one who had found her at her lowest after her feet had been brutally severed and replaced with crystal prosthetics. Silas had given her a new reason to live, and she would not betray his trust.
“Back when we were still on Earth waiting for this spaceship to fix itself, we were curious and went on to check what was on level -3.  Elias, Penelope, Ivo, and I went to this floor even if we knew we shouldn’t. We discovered prison cells and the portals, and then I met you in the moon facility.” Silas looked at Aleesha, but he continued when she didn’t comment. “One prisoner, Florin Kalmar, was familiar to us. He used to be the communications director or something like that. He delivered the Citadel news to different cities. He used to wear alien uniforms with C embroidered on the chest. We always thought he was a traitor and that he had betrayed the rest of us who still lived on Earth. He hadn’t. He was in deep cover working for the resistance. He was behind the attack on the spaceship and coordinated it with the resistance forces. We didn’t know that until we saw him imprisoned. Penelope gave him one of the spy-eyes who only obeyed her. We were supposed to contact him via that, but we haven’t been able to.” 
The elevator door opened with a ding, and Silas led Aleesha out of the elevator to a hallway where lights started flickering and turning on. He quickly took out his pen-like device, pressed it, and put it back in his pocket before continuing his story, “So, it’s been three months since we saw Florin the last time.” He shrugged and added, “We’ve all been swamped with the studies and preparing for this Imperial Ball, and we didn’t have any chance to go and find him before this. I hope it’s not too late. That’s why I asked you to come with me. You could keep an eye on the guards. They recognize you because you were one of Akka’s research experiments.”
“Yes, I can do that. Besides, I was in the moon facility before you, so I might know where they keep Florin.” Aleesha gave Silas a conspirator’s smile, and they walked briskly to the portal and went through, arriving at the moon facility in seconds. 
“I’ve been here only a handful of times since I found you,” Silas admitted. “Akka has kept me busy helping her in the classroom, giving me more assignments, teaching you to walk lightly, and giving you the dance lessons.” 
Aleesha grabbed her hand, and they walked the empty hallway hand in hand. Silas liked her touch. Her hand was so small and soft, fitting perfectly in his. 







  
  Chapter twenty-eight
  The Secret Door 


The hallways were empty. Akka must have let the guards go because all the extra security was needed in the Imperial Ball, Silas thought, holding Aleesha’s hand as they walked forward and viewing the closed doors. Most of them Silas already knew about and had been inside because he had assisted Akka there. On every new corner, he clicked his pen device to block the audio and visual trackers if Akka had placed those in the hallways.  
The lights were dimmed to ensure no one was overusing electricity in these empty halls. 
“I have not been there,” Silas said, pointing to the glass sliding doors on the left side of the hallway. 
“That’s her cloning experiments,” Aleesha replied. “She has those also in Midros in the laboratory there. She started the experiments with my feet there and then transferred me here. That’s why I know about that room.” 
Aleesha swallowed loudly, recalling the painful moments when she had woken up after the foot removal surgery and realized she had no feet. Later, Akka experimented with different feet on her, and in the end, Akka decided that the crystal ones would be the most appropriate for a dancer who has to move lightly on her feet.
“Where should we start looking for Florin?” Silas asked. “He’s not here.”
“He could be here,” Aleesha replied, pointing at a wall ahead of them. There had been a door on every other end of the hallway, but not on this one. 
Silas raised his eyebrows. “Do you think there’s a door on that wall, and we don’t see it?”
“Yes, because if you think of the structure of this facility, we’ve been going around, and thus, this wall should have a door,” Aleesha replied with certainty.
Silas clicked his pen device again to ensure no one recorded their visit before they walked closer to the wall. 
When they reached the wall, Silas studied it. It appeared to be like all the other walls, but if Aleesha was correct in her assumption, then there should be a door, but how can we open it? 
His eyes veered upwards and he saw a tiny camera lens mounted on the wall. Akka was recording this wall, so Aleesha was right. This was not just a simple wall. 
He touched the door and felt electricity buzzing under his hand. He moved it toward the left and then back to the right. Only one place of the door felt warmer. Perhaps that’s the lock, Silas thought, concentrating on that spot. He knocked on the wall, hoping the door would slide away, but it didn’t. That would have been too easy, he thought. 
Aleesha whispered, “Any idea how we can open it?”
“No, not yet. But I have another idea,” Silas said. “What if the door is DNA locked?”
Aleesha’s eyes widened. “We would have to get Akka’s DNA from somewhere.”
“Yes, and I know where,” Silas replied. He turned back to the same hallway where they had come from and opened the door of the room where he had been during his first visit to the Moon Facility. He remembered Akka had stored DNA samples on a cabinet in the room where she had asked him to organize the jars on the shelves. He walked to the cabinet and glimpsed inside. Everything was as he had left it. Akka had not been there after he had organized and labeled everything inside it. He viewed each sample and found one vial containing Akka’s DNA. He grabbed it, closed the cabinet door, and returned to the hallway. Aleesha followed him, tiptoeing delicately with her crystal feet. 
Silas kept clicking his pen device so no surveillance devices would record their visit. 
Their next stop was the secret door. Silas glimpsed at Aleesha and said, “We can do this only once. This is not a big sample, so I don’t think we can use it many times.” 
Aleesha nodded. “Let’s open the door.”
Silas opened the little sample vial, poured some of the sample onto his fingertips, and then touched the door. It flung open. Silas placed himself between the doorway so that the door would stay open. He then tried to scrape Akka’s DNA sample back into the vial as much as he could. 
Aleesha said, “Wait a minute.” She turned away, went to the first room in the hallway, and vanished inside. Soon, she came out carrying a chair and placed it in the doorway. “Now, it won’t close while we’re exploring.” 
Silas grinned. “Great idea.” He grabbed her hand again, and they walked together to the secret area of the research facility. 
The area was lit only minimally. Several rooms were on both sides of the aisle, but they were dark and seemed empty. 
“These are prison cells,” Silas stated as his eyes darted to the cells with iron bars on the doorway. 
As they moved forward, Aleesha nudged Silas’s arm. 
“It smells bad here,” Aleesha whispered, placing her hand over her mouth. “Rotten and dirt.” 
Silas nodded. “Let’s check what’s in the last room.” The stink got worse the closer they got to the end of this prison cell area. Silas was sure there had to be something causing this place to stink because why else would it smell so awful?
The putrid smell filled their noses when they stepped closer to the bars of the last cell. 
Silas stopped in front of the cell and his mouth dropped open. 
Aleesha screamed and then slapped her hands over her mouth, and she turned away not to see the horrible sight.
“Florin!” Silas whispered, not believing his eyes. 
The creature that once was Florin Kalmar turned his eyes on him. He had one eye replaced with an artificial eye, which reminded Silas of a honeycomb because Florin’s eye now had a mass of hexagonal prismatic cells covering his eye cavity. His hair had grown longer since Silas had seen him last time, and it was unkept, just like his beard. On his back, he had tentacles attached to his body. And because tentacles usually need water to moisten them, the skin was rotting on them. 
Silas realized that the tentacles were the reason for the smell. 
“Finally, one of you kids came to find me,” Florin said. His voice was almost inaudible. 
“We need to get you out of there,” Silas said, glancing around to see how he could open the cell.
“Never mind about that now,” Florin replied and coughed. “I’m not sure if I will live after these experiments Akka did on my body.” He approached, and his useless tentacles flapped on the floor behind him. He handed over the spy-eye Penelope had given him. “Take this. It might have useful information for you.”
“We have time to find a way to get you out. It’s the Imperial Ball time now, so Akka and the emperor are busy at Midros,” Silas said. “We could transport you to our spaceship and hide you there.”
“You would be in trouble if you do that. Akka would know that someone who had access to this facility had let me out. Please don’t try to rescue me. Not now, anyhow,” he added. “Not until the emperor is gone and the Earth is free again. You, kids, are our only hope. If you can find something to help the freedom fighters back on Earth, that would be great.”
“Why did she experiment on you?” Silas asked, although he knew the answer. 
“I didn’t tell her anything about the resistance or who belongs in it,” Florin added. “They are safe for now. However, I don’t know how long I will last.” He frowned at the tentacles and said, “Akka wanted to know if humans could have tentacles. That’s why she experimented with me. She tried to attach them to my spine and combined my nerves into them, but they remained limp and lifeless, so I just dragged them behind me. She was disappointed with this experiment, so I believe she will try something else.” His eyes went to Aleesha’s crystal feet, and he asked, grabbing the bars, “You girl, have you been her experiment too?”
Aleesha turned around and faced Florin. “Yes, she removed my feet and replaced them with crystal ones. Silas helped me to learn to walk and dance again. I have to be extremely careful not to hit my toes because crystal breaks easily. They will grow back, but when they shatter, it’s a painful experience.”
Florin nodded. “Then you know what I’m going through. I hate this, but I can’t get away. And now, with these tentacles rotting on my back, I don’t want to leave because I want Akka to try something else to fix this.”
“Have you seen any other prisoners?” Silas asked, changing the subject.
“Yes, I saw some other men being transported to this facility a while ago. I didn’t recognize them. I have not been at Citadel to see their prison cells.” He glared at Silas and said, “I know you guys wanted me to find out about your relatives, but I have been unable to speak with anyone to find out about them. Akka is not that talkative when she’s doing her experiments.” 
“I hope Akka will fix you and find some other more pleasant experiment to try on you,” Silas said trying to sound encouraging. “We’ll figure out something to help you and the Earth’s resistance. Don’t lose your hope.”
“I’m sure Akka will use me as long as I’m alive,” Florin replied gloomily and added, “You should leave now, so you won’t be caught.” He turned away from the bars and returned to the back wall of his cell and slumped down on the narrow cot. 
Silas stood there for a few more seconds and then grabbed Aleesha by the hand and left the hallway and returned to the same way they had entered the secret area. When they reached the secret doorway, Silas pulled away the chair after they exited and then took it back to the room where Aleesha had taken it. And next, they headed back to the portal to leave the Moon Facility. 






  
  Chapter twenty-nine
 Back in the Spaceship


Two guards had exited the elevator with the arrested waitress, who struggled trying to get her arms off of the guards’ iron-tight grip.  
The lights in the hallway went on. 
That was the moment Aleesha and Silas returned through the portal. They heard noises and saw the lights flickering on. As they had left before the assassination attempt, they knew nothing about the waitress and her capture. Thus, when they saw the lights through the portal, Silas knew someone had entered the prison level, so he squeezed Aleesha’s hand and whispered, “Let’s wait for them to leave.” So, they remained at the edge of the portal, which was still misty, hoping no one would notice them. 
The guards roughly pushed the female prisoner into a cell and slammed the door shut, the metallic clang echoing through the corridor. As they departed, the elevator doors slid open with a soft ding. Silas waited, mentally counting down the seconds until the guards disappeared from the floor. Once a minute had passed, he emerged from the portal's mist, followed closely by Aleesha. Together, they stepped into the brightly lit hallway, the fluorescent lights overhead casting an eerie glow.
As they approached the cell, Aleesha noticed that instead of iron bars, a crisscross pattern of laser beams sealed the entrance. Silas's expression turned grim; his eyes fixed on the cell.
"This place doesn't require guards," he whispered, explaining to Aleesha. Each cell has a custodian of sorts—a massive yellow spider that ensures the prisoners remain cooperative."
Aleesha's gaze snapped to Silas's, her eyes widening in alarm.
Silas's eyes clouded, his mind momentarily consumed by the past. "Florin was held here...I can only imagine what he suffered." His dislike of spiders was palpable, and he hesitated before peeking into the cell.
The sight that greeted him made his stomach turn. A gargantuan spider loomed over the female prisoner, its spindly legs wrapping her in a web of sticky strands. The woman's desperate cry pierced the air as she spotted Silas: "Help me, please!"
“Why did the guards bring you here?” Silas asked. 
“I tried to assassin the emperor, but his guards saw me, and I failed,” the woman replied. “I was dressed as a waitress, but I guess something made them suspect me because I didn’t get close enough. Forcefield stopped my flamethrower’s flames, and then they captured me,” sobbed the purple-haired waitress. 
“Why did you want to kill him?” Aleesha stood next to Silas looking curiously at the cell. 
“Because she destroyed our world, Axion!” The waitress looked murderous. “He conquered our world to exploit our natural resources: our rare spice mines!”
“He’s done that to other worlds, too,” Silas commented. 
“Then more people should join the resistance and fight. If we don’t fight against cruelty, then evil will win,” the waitress replied. Now, she was almost cocooned in the spider’s strings, except her feet and arms were free. The spider moved away, and the waitress knelt and then stood up carefully. She tried to pull the strings, but they were stronger than she was. She moved closer to the doorway, not quite reaching it.
“Can you help me?” she asked Silas and Aleesha.
“No, I don’t think so. We are just students here. If we let you go, then Akka and the emperor will know that someone from this spaceship was here, and they will hunt us and kill us,” Silas replied. “The only thing we can do is to try to help the resistance. I don’t know how, but we’ll figure out a way.”
“If only the old king would be ruling in Midros. He would have never allowed the destruction of our worlds, but I guess he’s gone, and he has no heirs,” the waitress muttered.
“He has an heir,” Silas replied. 
“I’ve heard the rumors too, but they are not true. No one has seen the prince for years. He is either dead or imprisoned,” the waitress replied. “However, if he was alive, then that would bring more hope to the resistance.”
“We have to leave you now,” Silas said. He didn’t want to mention Ivo, although he knew Ivo was the heir or believed so. “I don’t want anyone to catch us here. We’re not supposed to wander on this floor. Take care. And resist the torture and investigation. Don’t tell them anything. It’s only a matter of time before the reign of terror is over.”
“Thank you for your encouragement.” The waitress withdrew back into her cell and sat on the cot while Silas and Aleesha returned to the elevator and their floor. 
When Silas and Aleesha were safe inside the elevator, he clicked his pen device again. He’d done it in level -3 to ensure no one was listening when talking with the prisoner. However, he wished there would be a way to let the spy-eye record everything the prisoner said.    
“Aleesha, do you know any rebels in Midros?”
“No, I was never part of the political circles or the activists. As you know, the capital city in Midros is over capacity. Emperor Inimicus ordered that each family could keep all their children until the age of ten.  My parents gave me to the state to do what the emperor wanted us to do. I never learned anything against the state or disagreed with any of the emperor’s orders,” Aleesha replied. “I think the right persons to ask are the professors. They know the past and the present in Midros.”
“I could ask Ivo and Elias to do that. They are close to Sigsbee.” Silas faced the elevator door when it slid open. They left the elevator and walked along the hallway back to their rooms. Silas was deep in thought. 
Aleesha touched his hand. “What do you think?”
Silas shook his head and quickly pressed his little device again. “I wondered about the rebels on different planets. They need a collective leader who would get them to join forces and work together.”
“It would be a difficult task,” Aleesha commented. “Even if I don’t know anything about the other planets, I’ve seen what the emperor can do. The woman downstairs. She knew she wanted to do something to help her people, but her crude method wasn’t good enough. Even if she had succeeded, she must have known she would be caught and imprisoned. That was a suicide mission for her.”
“Yes, you’re right. She had no chance to finish or to end the rule of evil. It needs planning, strategizing, and coordination,” Silas muttered. “I know one person who can do it.” He faced Aleesha and mouthed one word, “Ivo.”
She nodded. “Yes, he has the right background and could rally all the different planets behind him. It would be even better to locate his father, too.”
Aleesha nodded. “Yes, he was a great leader.” Her eyes darted to Silas’s hand where he had Penelope’s spy-eye. “What are you going to do with that?”
“I’ll give it to Penelope. It’s hers. And she can get it to show the recording. I hope Florin has managed to capture something useful.” They had reached the end of the hallway where their rooms were, and Silas pressed his hand on the plate next to the door and opened it. “I won’t do it tonight, though. I’m sure she’s busy at the Imperial Ball. Besides, I asked Ivo and Elias to come by, when they are off duty. And as they are not here yet, then they must still be in the Main Hall. They might be there for a while if there was an assassin attempt while we were away.”
“Yes, you’re probably right. Good night,” Aleesha put her hands on his shoulders, got up on her crystal toes extremely carefully, and then leaned to kiss him. “Thank you again, Silas. You’ve saved my life.”
Blushing, Silas muttered. “Good night, Aleesha.” He watched as Aleesha opened her own room’s door and went inside. She turned her head to give him a quick smile before the door closed. Silas stood in his doorway long, staring at Aleesha’s door. Sighing, he finally stepped inside his quarters. 






  
  Chapter thirty
Emperor Inimicus and His Heir to the Throne


After the attack at the Imperial Ball, Emperor Inimicus was escorted back to his palace on Midros.  
He was preoccupied during the flight. It wasn’t just the assassination attempt that bothered him, but something else. His thoughts lingered on the Imperial ball and the students he had seen there… especially one who interested him.  
When the shuttle parked in the closed courtyard of his palace, he hurried inside and locked himself in his bedroom with no windows. He didn’t want to have windows there so that no one could enter through the windows to his room while he was asleep. He didn’t trust the guards to keep all the assassins away, and thus, he tried to limit how the assassins could get to him.
He sat in a large camel-brown velvet lounge chair and leaned his head on his arm. 
His thoughts went back to the time he had escaped prison planet X5 and was still gathering his troops on different planets. 
He was always angry that he could never have any heirs. That was the curse of the prison planet and its toxic environment. 
One day, he came across a rumor from a distant planet suggesting that they had encountered an individual who could perform genetic manipulation on another human-inhabited world. He couldn’t believe it. How could a man in such a less-developed world have skills for genetic manipulation? His sources swore that this man was a genius. They called him Doctor. As he was close to that planet, he decided to go and check out who this miracle man was.
Utilizing the cloaking device, he veiled his presence and was able to approach the planet covertly. The whispers he had picked up indicated that the individual resided deep within an Amazonian jungle. Inimicus focused on that specific direction and initiated a thorough reconnaissance of the terrain, scouring the area in pursuit of a compound that matched the description. His relentless search persisted until he ultimately identified the correct one...
The building was not easy to find. It was mostly covered with a tree canopy. However, it was by the river, and when he had flown by, he had accidentally seen a woman by the river. He returned to take a second look and saw the complex of white buildings hiding beneath the thick canopy of leaves and vines. 
He zoomed his shuttle to the front of the building complex and landed smoothly. 
A tall, dark-haired, slender man emerged from one of the buildings. “What is this? Who are you? You’re not from Earth.”
“No, I’m not. You can call me Inimicus.” Inimicus assumed he was the one he was looking for, and thus, he added, “I’m the one who can give you whatever you want: tools, resources, or money.”
The men glared at each other for a long time before the earthling asked, “Why would you do that?”
“Because I need something that no one has been able to give me. Perhaps you can.” 
“If you came here looking for me, you have found me. I’m Doctor Mengele. Let’s go inside from this heat,” the earthling said, gesturing toward the main building.
Inimicus trailed behind the doctor into a serene living room, where they settled into wooden chairs adorned with plush cotton cushions. The doctor rang a small bell, and they sat in silence, awaiting the arrival of refreshments. A servant woman soon appeared, bearing a tray with glasses of chilled, lemon-hued liquid. Her dark skin tone was striking, but her eyes truly caught Inimicus's attention – a dazzling bright blue that seemed almost incongruous with her hair and complexion.
When the doctor saw Inimicus’s stare, he commented, “This is one of my genetic experiments. She should have dark brown eyes, but instead, she had blue ones now.” 
“Yes, I’ve heard of your experiments. Your research is advanced,” Inimicus commented, sipping his cool drink.  
The doctor said, “The drink is called Radler. It originated from the Bavary area in Germany and is made of half sweet German lager and half sparkling lemonade.” 
“It’s good, not too sweet for my taste,” Inimicus replied, drinking some more of it.
“Now, what do you want?” the doctor inquired, although he had already guessed that it related to his research. 
“I can’t have children because I used to live on a planet with a toxic atmosphere.”
“I can’t help you with that. I can’t help you with reproduction issues,” the doctor said, shaking his head. He studied the man in the other chair for a second or two and added, “I might be able to help you otherwise.”  He stood up and said, “Please, follow me.”
The doctor led Inimicus into his research laboratory, a space that hummed to life as he flipped a switch, illuminating rows of sleek workstations and shelves lined with an array of scientific equipment. Above, a series of ceiling-mounted fans whirred softly into motion, circulating the air and casting a gentle, rhythmic breeze throughout the room.
“I have meddled with the cloning of a human being,” the doctor said. “To complete the process, I need funds and a sample DNA for the experiment.” He faced Inimicus, adding, “You could have your heir. He would be your clone. Besides, he would not have your medical problems because your DNA would be clean.”
“Do you think you will be successful?” Inimicus asked, already intrigued about this proposition.
“Of course.” Doctor Mengele stared at Inimicus with a haughty look. He knew he was excellent in his research work, and if anyone could do it, he could. 
“Very well. I will give you a sample of my DNA, and you will produce me an heir. In exchange, I will fund your research. Tell me what you need,” Inimicus said. 
Thus, their pact was sealed. Inimicus allowed the doctor to take a sample of his skin and blood, and he gave him gold to finish his research on cloning. 
“I will return here once every year to see your progress,” Inimicus added before he returned to his spacecraft. “Don’t try to run away and hide from me. I will find you.”
As the doctor shook his hand, a woman and a child appeared and remained standing still in the distance. 
"I'm afraid I'm confined to this area," the doctor had explained. "Beyond this sanctuary, I'm a fugitive, pursued relentlessly across the planet. This is my sole refuge." He nodded affectionately toward the blond-haired woman and the young girl beside her. "This is my daughter and her child – a child I've had the privilege of creating, as my daughter doesn't have a partner. Our jungle isolation makes it difficult to meet suitable individuals, and when she expressed her desire for a child, I used my expertise to make it possible."
Inimicus studied the beautiful blond woman and then turned his eyes to the child. The child had dark hair but bright blue eyes. “She is your experiment, too, isn’t she?” 
“Yes, they both are.” Doctor Mengele replied, leaving Inimicus wondering if the daughter was his daughter or an early cloning experiment. 







  
  Chapter thirty-one
  Emperor Inimicus  


His thoughts returned to his yearly visits when he had watched his clone grow. His heir had grown in the jungle, and the doctor monitored his growth, ensuring the boy was smart and progressing well. The boy was named Silas. He considered the doctor’s older daughter his mother and the younger daughter his sister. The doctor had not told him otherwise or revealed who his real father was.  
“The child doesn’t need to know you or your identity”, the doctor commented, and Inimicus agreed. He knew he had plenty of enemies after he had conquered Midros and taken over the planet. 
Then, about thirteen years ago, after he had become the emperor of Midros, he traveled secretly to this distant planet. 
But the next visit was a disaster, as when he arrived at the compound, it was deserted. 
He got furious. He searched every building, but the doctor was gone, and his heir too.
What had happened? Then, he saw a lonely cross on top of a fresh grave. He walked there to study it. Someone had carved a name on the cross: Joseph Mengele.
Inimicus cursed and shook his fist to the sky. “Where are you, my son?”
He gathered that when the doctor had died, the older daughter had taken the children with her to live somewhere else. She had no means of contacting their secret benefactor, who only arrived once a year. 
When he returned to Midros, he had already decided to attack the Earth. His orders included separating the children from their parents and gathering them in concentration areas to be cataloged by name, age, and image of the child. That way, he believed he could track down where his heir was. Only, his plan didn’t work exactly like it was supposed to. The concentration centers gathered the list of names of each child, but they didn’t send them forward to the emperor, thus, Silas’s destiny was not revealed until later. 
That’s when Inimicus asked Akka to send her body-snatchers to comb through the city of New York and find this boy. He had told Akka that the boy was the only existing human clone. Akka had imprisoned Silas’s mother and sister and confirmed the information from them. However, she also learned that Silas’s father was from outer space, not from Earth. It wasn’t hard for her to guess who Silas’s real father was. However, she had no proof to support her suspicions until she had Silas as her student, and she could compare the DNA from the emperor, and Silas to verify the fact. 
When Akka’s body-snatchers found Silas twice and failed both times, Inimicus was enraged. 
How could a young boy avert the body-snatchers? Akka had promised that sooner or later, Silas would be caught. And she was correct. Silas had participated in the Tower trials with her friends and won. When Inimicus had heard from Akka that Silas was now her student and that the spaceship was on her way to Midros, he calmed down. Finally, he would see his heir again.
At the Imperial Ball, Inimicus watched Aleesha’s dance performance, and to his surprise, Silas assisted her. 
Silas looked older, taller, and with a narrower face. Although Inimicus had been malnourished, he could see his own facial features in Silas, who had always been more pudgy than skinny. 
Silas’s eyes were more serious than the last time he’d seen him, but Inimicus could still recognize him. This boy had his eyes. He noticed that some of Silas’s gestures and facial expressions were similar to his own. He wanted to talk to his heir to find out what he had learned and experienced while he was missing, but he knew he couldn’t do that now, not without revealing who he was to Silas, and he didn’t want to do that yet.
Inimicus had wanted to take him back to Midros with him, but he realized that if he showed any excessive interest in one student, it would create gossip, and he could place this young boy in danger. No, it was better to let him learn and study here all he could under the professors’ supervision, Inimicus had decided. 
He enjoyed every moment of the Imperial Ball dance performance and congratulated both students for their fine work. He kept his eyes on Silas, but he saw no recognition in his eyes. He had visited the compound once a year, but the doctor had kept his visits secret. He had seen pictures of Silas, but only once did he meet him face to face. Silas had been a shy boy and barely looked the visitor in the eyes, so no wonder he didn’t recall him, Inimicus thought. 
However, now in his bed chamber, Inimicus wished he had taken Silas with him. He wanted to show him what he would inherit one day. 






  
  Chapter thirty-two
Silas and Akka


When Silas returned to his quarters, Akka came by to visit him.  
He looked puzzled. Akka rarely checked up on him. 
She viewed his quarters, which had neat, clean walls, a blue blanket on the narrow bed, two blue lounge chairs, and a computer desk with a chair. He had no printouts or books lying around, and all his items were neatly arranged on the shelves.
“Your presentation was great,” she said, staring with her pale blue eyes. “You got the girl to do what she was supposed to do, and the emperor himself was satisfied.”
“Thank you,” Silas replied. He was sure Akka had something else in his mind because she never came by to compliment him. This was probably the first time Akka praised him. Usually, he got a frown or an exasperated sigh from her. He had gotten used to her moods, so this was new. He expected she had something on her mind because she looked hesitant, as if she wasn’t sure how to express herself or ask the next question. When she said nothing but stood there glaring at him, he asked, “Well, did you have something else for me?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact. I have a question.” She paused and kept her eyes glued to Silas. “When did you see the emperor for the first time?”
That question surprised Silas. He had not expected that. “I think I first saw him at the trials where he greeted us… I mean all the competitors before the trials started.” 
“How about before that?” Akka asked. “Are you sure you never saw him before?”
Silas shook his head. “No, I don’t think so.”
Akka kept pressing the subject. “Think back to when you lived in a compound with the doctor, your so-called mother, and your sister. Did you have any visitors back then?”
Silas hadn’t thought about those days for a while. So much has happened since. He furrowed his eyebrows and then glimpsed back at Akka. “Yes, there was a visitor. He came by once in a while. He always talked with the doctor. I don’t think I saw him closely. I never saw his face. He always wore a hooded cloak, so I couldn’t see who he was.”
“That’s interesting. Did he ever talk to you? Or did the doctor ever tell you who he was?” Akka inquired. Now, her eyes flashed with curiosity.
“The doctor only said that he was our benefactor. He supported his research and paid for our living there,” Silas replied. Akka’s probing into his childhood was weird. Why would Akka want to know more about my past? Where was she going with these questions?
“Sit down,” Akka said, taking a lounge chair herself. “I need to tell you something. It’s time you find out more about yourself. You might have guessed something and assumed something, but I want to tell you the facts as I’ve learned them.”
Silas nodded, and he looked tense. His eyes were on Akka. 
Akka took a deep breath and then let it out. She fiddled with her snow-white tunic with her long fingers before she started. “As you know, I’ve known Emperor Inimicus for a long time and have worked for him since he became the emperor.” Akka’s eyes turned to the back wall as she reminisced about the past. 
Silas nodded but didn’t say anything.
Akka didn’t expect him to reply when she continued her story. “One time he came by to my research lab and said he had heard about a human clone on Earth. He had decided to attack the planet because he wanted to find this clone.” She turned her eyes on Silas again. “You were that clone boy.” 
“Yes, I know I’m a clone,” Silas commented. 
“We were supposed to find you at children’s camps, but you slipped from our hands. You were supposed to be grabbed from the camp and delivered to the emperor, but there were too many children, and someone didn’t pay attention, so you got lost in New York.” She paused.
This time, Silas replied, “Yes, the guard at the camp just pushed us to the airplane and dropped us off. They asked our names just before leaving us on the ground.”
“The emperor asked me to send the body-snatchers to find you.” Akka’s eyes moved back to Silas. 
“Yes, I remember them. Tall, blond, blue-eyed guys who tried to drag me into their shuttle. Elias saved me the first time and Ivo the second time.” Silas shivered, recalling the experience. “They could have told me why they were taking me into a shuttle. None of them told me why they wanted me. We thought they were after our body parts, like organ traffickers or human traffickers.”
Akka let out a derisive snort. "Yes, occasionally they're tasked with procuring human body parts, but that's not their objective when they're searching for you."
Silas didn’t reply.
Akka's piercing gaze lingered on her student momentarily before she resumed her narrative. "I had no idea you intended to participate in the trials. If I had known your whereabouts, I would have ensured your safe passage to the Tower spaceship beforehand. However, when you emerged victorious and claimed your place among the winners, I seized the opportunity to recruit you as one of my students."
“We had captured the woman you called your mother and your sister.” Akka noticed Silas looked uncomfortable and added, “You know they are Doctor Mengele’s daughters. They are not related to you.”
Silas swallowed. He knew he was a clone, but still, he had always considered her mother as her real mother and her sister as her real sister. “So, I’m not any relation to Doctor Mengele?” He told that story to Ivo, too. The doctor had never confirmed that he was his father or the one whose DNA was used when Silas was cloned. He had assumed it was either the doctor or some of his German friends. Now, Akka seemed to disagree with this assumption. 
“No, you are not.” Akka frowned. “I took your blood sample and your DNA sample and compared them with someone I thought could be your father.” 
“Who is he?” Silas said in a whispery voice. 
“Emperor Inimicus is your father, or he’s the one whose DNA has been used to clone you.” 
Paling, Silas rose from his chair.
Akka gestured for him to sit back down, and Silas did so. 
Akka continued, “I know this is a surprise to you. It was for me, too. However, after I thought about it, I realized that it was what he had wanted: An heir to his throne. He couldn’t have any children because he had lived on prison planet X5. No one from that planet could have children because of the toxic atmosphere. He always believed that it was a cruel punishment for those who were born there. They were not criminals. They couldn’t choose their parents or the planet where they were born. And he was right in that, of course.” Akka looked at Silas and continued, “When his parents were sentenced and sent to the prison planet, no one knew that his mother was pregnant. She found out later on that she was with a child. The guards believed that she would have a miscarriage, but she didn’t, and Inimicus was born.” 
Silas listened to her story with his eyes wide open and lips parted. He looked as if he wanted to inhale all the information flowing from Akka’s mouth directly into his mouth. 
“You don’t look much like him, so I double-checked the results. It didn’t change. I was correct in my research: you are the emperor’s clone.” She looked pensive when she commented, “Maybe the hard life on prison planet X1 and malnutrition made a difference. You’ve had plenty of food, vitamins, and good air to breathe when growing up. That was the biggest difference I can see. You have his eyes now that I look at you more closely. Also, I can see his features in you, but they are not so clear because he’s an older man, and you’re still in your teens.”
Silas yearned to see Emperor Inimicus's likeness and study their faces' similarities. He attempted to recall the emperor's features from their fleeting encounter at the Imperial Ball, but his memory proved hazy. Regrettably, he had not taken a closer look at the emperor's face during their brief meeting, and now he was left wondering if there was any resemblance between them.
“What happens to me now?” Silas asked, worried.
“Nothing. I’ll keep you safe. You’re still my student. I just thought you need to know because I’m sure you’ll see Emperor Inimicus more in the future,” Akka replied and stood up. “I will go now. Good night, Silas.” 
And she exited Silas’s quarters, leaving him puzzled, concerned, and a bit scared. 
He was an heir to the emperor and his throne. He had always thought that Ivo was the only heir. What if he needs to choose between his friends and his father, the emperor? What would he decide then? He didn’t know. He had no answers.






  
  Chapter thirty-three
Silas


Silas had a restless night. He tossed and turned on his bed. He didn’t even tell Aleesha about Akka’s visit and what she had told him. He didn’t want anyone else to know who his father was because he wasn’t sure how they would react. No one liked Emperor Inimicus. He had escaped from the prison planet, violently took over Midros, killed the queen, imprisoned the king, and then started conquering other planets.  
Silas realized that his own life would be in grave danger if anyone knew who he was. They would use him against his father, and he had no idea if his father would save him or not. After all, he was just a clone, but he was all Inimicus had. 
He provided funding for his creation and visited yearly to witness his development. He cared for me, Silas thought. 
He hadn’t seen Ivo, Penelope, or Elias after the ball, and now he’d rather be alone. 
After a fitful night's sleep, Silas rose, donned his crisp white uniform, and slipped out of his quarters unnoticed. He had no particular destination in mind, driven only by a desire for solitude.
He made his way to the shuttle station, careful to avoid detection. He knew that Akka and the other professors would disapprove of him taking a shuttle without permission. As he stood before the wall of the Tower spaceship, he whispered a plea, "Please, don't alert the professors. I need some time alone." He hoped the ship's systems would heed his request.
Without hesitation, Silas boarded a nearby shuttle and sat in contemplative silence for a moment before starting the engine. "Take me outside," he instructed the shuttle's AI, leaving his destination unspecified. The shuttle obediently lifted off, carrying Silas into the unknown.
As his shuttle entered the vast dark space, Silas thought it looked like an endless void peppered with distant stars. It felt like he was completely alone, which was an eerie feeling. He had always had humans around him wherever he had gone. 
He glanced back at the Tower spaceship and didn’t see any alert because the shuttle port had opened, and one shuttle had left the ship. 
The Tower had obeyed his wish.
The captain stationed in the Tower's cockpit could detect any unapproved shuttle departures, but Silas surmised that fatigue had likely set in after the Imperial Ball. Furthermore, considering that the emperor and perhaps the majority, if not all, of the guests had already departed, Silas speculated that no one closely monitored the departing ships, given the high volume of departures following the ball.
He realized he had no idea if the ship even had a real captain or if the Tower was an independent being capable of doing all the tasks herself, like changing the shape of the ship and modifying the rooms based on the needs of the occupants. The question of who controlled the spaceship had never come up with the professors in any lectures. He only knew that the students were forbidden to go to the top floors where the cockpit was and where the guards resided. 
He considered his choices of destination. The planet closest to his location was Midros, but he didn’t want to go there. He knew the emperor was there, but he had nothing to say to him – not yet. He had to clear his mind and decide what to do with his new information. He viewed the map in the console. He could go to one of the other planets: Thysseus, Tribus, or Allius. However, he was sure he couldn’t go to any prison planets. Those were off-limits. 
He considered which one would fit him and decided that Tribus, the mountain and sand planet, sounded the loneliest one and the best for his purposes. He just wanted to be alone and think about what to do. After choosing his destination, he ordered the shuttle to go there and find a safe place to land further away from any population and cities.   
He buckled up his harness and then kept an eye on the control panel. He should reach his destination in about three hours. It would still be early in the morning so no one would notice he was gone. They would start looking for him after breakfast, he guessed. 






  
  Chapter thirty-four
  Back at Hydrangea’s Archives


The Night After the Imperial Ball
“Oh dear, it’s getting so late. Are you sure you don’t want to go to sleep for a couple of hours? I don’t want to keep you here all night. What if Sigsbee is looking for you?” Hydrangea asked Ivo and Elias, who looked half-asleep in their chairs. They had sat there for three hours now, watching Hydrangea working. All the cookies and tea were gone.  
Only Penelope looked alert. Her eyes were wide open as she followed Hydrangea’s every move. She turned to the boys and said, “You can go. I’ll be fine.”
Ivo hesitated, his gaze shifting towards the worktable where Hydrangea had arranged various plants and was in the process of chopping them into a pile. The unfamiliarity of the plants and roots from her garden and dried containers interested him. He contemplated the potential value of understanding Hydrangea’s approach to dealing with an unfamiliar disease like Penelope’s. He was tired, but so was Elias, who yawned and looked at him with drooping eyelids. “Should we go?”
Ivo nodded. “Yes, we should go to sleep. It’s been a long day, and we won’t be able to help here. Besides, she’s right about Sigsbee. He hasn’t seen us for hours and we are not in our quarters.”
He stood up and said, “Penelope, let us know how this works out. We are your friends. You can trust us.”
Penelope gave him a quick smile. “I will. I promise. I won’t keep secrets this time.”
Ivo walked toward the door but turned around and said, “Penelope, remember when I had the vision back on Earth? I had one about you. At first, I thought it was about the Imperial Ball, but I guess it wasn’t. You wore a ringmaster’s suit, and you had a cat, a dog, and some colorful birds accompanying you in your act, and you made them do tricks and sing, too. You wore a half mask, but it was different than what you wore today. I almost thought it was your real face before I realized it was a mask.” 
Hydrangea glared at Ivo. “You’re a clairvoyant. I forgot that about you. But what you just said gave me an idea.” She faced Penelope. “We could make a paste to cover the area on your forehead. If you wore a half-mask, no one would see the skin under it, and we could let the treatment work through the day and add some more in the evening.”
“Sounds good,” Penelope said. She turned to Ivo and said, “It seems I’ll be doing another performance soon because you saw that, and all your visions have come true.”
“I’m not sure if everything will come true, and my visions are always unclear until I see them in real life. They are mostly just a jumble of irrational images or places.” 
Elias nudged Ivo by the arm. “Let’s go. The ladies need to work.”
“Good night,” Ivo said before they left the archives. 
Penelope sat staring at the closed door for a long time. 
Hydrangea noticed that and chuckled. “You like that boy, don’t you.”
Penelope's cheeks flushed as she turned her attention to her professor, her voice barely above a whisper. "Yes, but it's impossible. I'm a risk to anyone I love or care about. I won't jeopardize their safety." As she spoke, the word "love" slipped out, a revelation that caught her off guard. Until that moment, she hadn't acknowledged her feelings for Ivo, not even to herself. Her disease had overshadowed her emotions and desires for so long that she had suppressed her true feelings.
Hydrangea patted her hairdo, pulling out some dried flowers and tidying some hanging hair locks. Her piercing eyes seemed to ponder myriad puzzles as she continued to add new ingredients to the table from her pots and jars. 
Penelope watched with interest because she had not witnessed her creative bursts like this before. 
Hydrangea turned on a small burner in front of her, took a small pot, filled it with a liquid from a dark crystal bottle, and placed it over the fire. She waited for the liquid to start bubbling, and when it did, the brew emitted a swirling mist that hung over the pot and twined around the two women in the room. With great care, hydrangea began to chop some more of the gnarled black and purple roots and delicate pink and white petals with a wickedly sharp obsidian knife.  
Penelope had never seen such roots before. “What are they?” 
Hydrangea glanced up. “These roots are from the planet Allius. The planet has a wide source of medicinal herbs and plants, and some have healing roots like these. We visited there before we traveled to Earth for the trials, and that’s where Imogen got her hairy octopus. That planet is a treasure among others.” She lifted one twisted root, and when Penelope looked at it more closely, she was certain it had a tiny face. When she touched it, she felt it pulsating with ethereal energy. “Is the root alive?” 
“I believe it is. I always imagine they are alive. You see their little grooves that look like faces, I could almost imagine them opening their mouths and saying something.” Hydrangea chuckled. “I hope they don’t do that when I’m alone here and doing research. That would make me jump out of my skin.”
Penelope put down the root on the table with the others and studied her fingers. It felt as if the root had left residue on her skin, but she couldn’t see it, she felt like tingling in her fingertips.
“You feel their magic on your skin, don’t you?” Hydrangea asked. 
Penelope glimpsed at her with her eyes wide open. "Yes, even with the fingers afflicted by nerve damage and the numbed skin," she confessed. For months, she hadn’t felt anything with the disease-ridden skin, but now, this minuscule root had sparked a change. She rubbed her fingertips together, and she could feel the touch she had missed for a long time. Tears swelled in her eyes, and she quickly turned her face away so Hydrangea would not see her crying.
Hydrangea was busy slicing through the rest of the plants and roots, and with each cut, a fragrant aroma rose from the cut pieces. It was a blend of earthy undertones and sweet floral notes. She placed the chopped ingredients into a mortar and began grinding them with a pestle, releasing their hidden essences and juices. The room seemed to come alive with the energies of strange plants and roots. The scents in the air were not overwhelming, but they lingered in the air as she proceeded to stir the bubbling liquid. 
“Do you add the roots in the pot?” Penelope asked.
“No, not yet. I have to use my mixer.” She turned to her gleaming gold mixer, which rested on her cluttered countertop. It was adorned with symbols and runes etched into the metal with exquisite precision. She carefully added the crushed roots and petals to the mixer's bowl, its blades shining sharp.
With a flick of her fingers, she turned it on, and the mixer sprang to life, whirring and spinning the ingredients at maximum speed. As it worked its magic, the roots and flowers began to break down further, releasing their healing properties into a creamy concoction. The mixture changed color, shifting from deep earthy tones to a creamy, almost luminous hue that seemed to pulse with energy. 
Penelope believed that the strange roots caused the pulsing in the concoction. 
Hydrangea watched the mixer dance with a serene intensity, her eyes reflecting the swirling colors of the potion. She muttered something that Penelope couldn’t hear, but she didn’t want to interrupt her concentration while in the middle of the mixing. With a final flourish of her hand, the mixer stopped.
“Now, we’re going to add it to the pot,” Hydrangea commented. Carefully, she poured the creamy potion into the bubbling pot. Immediately, the room was filled with soothing earthly scents, and the aroma of the potion hung in the air like a comforting embrace.
“It will be ready soon,” she commented as she stirred the pot. 
Next, she turned off the burner and kept mixing the liquid in the pot until it cooled. The color changed to bluish, and it was thicker than before. “I think it’s ready.”
“Do you have your half mask with you?” 
Penelope patted her pockets and found the folded mask in there. “This is the one I wore tonight,” she said. 
“We can test the potion with that one.” She took the mask from Penelope and then took a small paintbrush and carefully covered the forehead area above her nose with the cream. Then she handed it to Penelope. “Keep it on for a day, and we’ll see what happens.” 
What if someone asks why I’m wearing a mask?” Penelope asked as she took the mask. She cautiously looked at the creamed back of the mask and then placed it on her face. 
“I’ll tell the other professors that you’ve contracted some rash on your face and that we try to heal it under the mask. They will understand.” 
“Thank you,” Penelope said. 
“How does it feel?”
“Tingling.” 
“Good. It shouldn’t cause any pain or discomfort. If you sense anything weird, then let me know.” Hydrangea turned her gaze to Penelope’s hands. “We can use the same mixture on your hands. We have to paint your gloves inside and then you need to pull them on and keep them on.” 
After the gloves were treated with the concoction, Penelope stood up. “Thank you. I hope it will help.”
“It should alleviate the numbness and heal the damaged nerves, but it won’t cure the disease inside you, just the symptoms,” Hydrangea commented. “We’ll have to work on that because you’re in love with that dark-haired young man, and you deserve to be loved.”
Penelope opened her mouth and closed it again. 
Hydrangea winked her eye and added, “I have a soft spot for young lovers, especially the ones I know as well as you.”
Penelope smiled as she said good night and left the archives, heading back to her quarters. 






  
  Chapter thirty-five
    Silas Arrives at the Planet Tribus


While the others were asleep, Silas headed to his new destination. Tribus, the mountain and sand planet loomed ahead of his shuttle after the last jump through space at warp speed. He wasn’t tired even though he hadn’t gotten much sleep. His brain was overstressed with the thoughts of his father, the emperor whom everyone hated. He needed to be alone. 
His thoughts were interrupted as the console of his ship beeped, informing him that the destination was ahead. Silas rose from the chair, and his eyes stared at the approaching planet. His gaze was drawn to its most distinctive feature, an expansive desert that stretches far and wide, covering half the planet. 
He had seen images of it: endless expanses of golden sand, shimmering like molten gold in the radiant light of a distant sun. The dunes, sculpted by relentless winds, formed sinuous patterns that stretched as far as the eye could see. The sand, fine as powdered sugar, glowed and sparkled. Its exceptional quality gave the buildings a golden hue, which is why the capital city of Midros featured numerous structures crafted from the prized sand of Tribus.
The closer the shuttle got, he saw the mountains and the deep green forests surrounding the mountain areas. 
Silas recalled Professor Figs telling the students that the trees were special: instead of normal leaves, they had cubes as leaves. Figs also mentioned that in that strange forest, you can see your past forming in the trunks of the forest. That’s where Silas wanted to go! He wanted to know if the emperor had visited him in the past. If the trees could see his past and memories, he would get definite confirmation. 
He leaned forward and ordered his shuttle to land near the forest. 
The space shuttle slowed down and started landing. The vessel's descent was steady and deliberate, controlled by the automatic guidance system. 
Silas knew that the atmosphere was an Earth-like exoplanet because other humanoids had visited there before. Figs had said it was breathable for humans. 
As his spaceship approached the planet's surface, the landscape unfurled beneath her like a beautiful but foreign picture. Verdant forests stretched out in all directions, their canopy forming a lush, green expanse that seemed to go on forever; towering trees, their trunks massive and gnarly branches reaching for the heavens.
Softly, the shuttle landed with a slight thump on the ground.  All the lights blinked green on the console, and Silas ordered the shuttle to shut down and told her to camouflage herself so the shuttle wouldn’t be seen above. He didn’t want anyone to see or find his ship while he was outside of the vessel.
He didn’t know how long it would take for him to return or how long he wanted to stay on this planet, but because he hadn’t told anyone where he went, he decided to be careful. When he stepped outside the ship, he had a stun gun with him. He also had the ship’s locator device with him in case he got lost and didn’t know where to head or how to find his way back to the ship. 
The shuttle’s door hatch hissed open, and Silas was ready to descend onto the new planet’s soil.  
Silas took a cautious breath of the new planet’s air. It was unlike any he had encountered before; it was dry like desert air, but it also had a thick earthly scent mixed in it.  It wasn’t bad, so Silas started breathing normally. The ground was covered with moss and grass and looked like any forest on Earth. 
He ventured into the forest, seeking the distinctive puzzle-bark trees he had learned about. While he wasn't certain if all the trees in the forest shared this characteristic, he hoped to find a concentration of them. He couldn't recall if Professor Figs had provided clarification on this point.
As he walked, he reasoned that this forest was likely the only habitat for the puzzle-bark trees, given the planet's predominantly desert landscape. The vast expanses of sand-covered terrain, punctuated by this singular forest, made it a logical conclusion that the trees would thrive here. 
Thus, Silas ventured deeper into the heart of this thick forest and saw an opening ahead. He walked there, finding himself surrounded by the puzzle-bark trees, and it was like standing in a mirror hall with images swirling around him. A strange forest with towering, emerald-yellow-red-hued trees rose around him like ancient sentinels, their branches forming a vast, intricate network overhead, letting only spotty daylight through them to the opening in the middle of the trees. This was nothing like the Amazon’s jungle, he thought.
He stood in the middle of the opening and turned slowly around. In the barks, he saw images of him, his sister, and his mother in different situations. He recognized the doctor in the facility and saw newer images of New York with Penelope, Ivo, and Elias, as well as from Tower spaceship. 
It was hard to decide which way to look because the images of his memories swirled fast on the tree barks, making him dizzy. He decided to concentrate on the older images with the doctor and his mother because he hoped to see who visited to see the doctor. 
He sat on the ground, staring in front of him, watching as his past unfolded and his memories were cast on the trunk’s side. The puzzle pieces shifted, changed, and twirled, creating new images and new memories of the past.   






  
  Chapter thirty-six
Where is Silas?


The next morning, after the Imperial Ball, Elias and Ivo went to have some breakfast. They made their way through the draped doorway of the rightmost kitchen with the Earth-like breakfast choices and entered a cavernous dining area. The room was already filled with other students, guards, and instructors weaving through the crowd with trays filled with toast, porridge, pancakes, waffles, eggs, and steaming hot porridge bowls, sitting in booths around the large room. They looked around the restaurant area, but didn’t see their friends. 
“Penelope is probably still with Hydrangea,” Elias commented. “But I don’t see Silas or Aleesha anywhere.” 
“Have they already had breakfast?” Ivo asked as he carried his tray to an empty booth. 
Elias shrugged. “I don’t know. We slept late, so that’s possible. How about we eat fast and then check out what Silas and Aleesha are up to.”
“Sounds good. We don’t have lectures until this afternoon in weapons and information technology, so we’ll have plenty of time,” Ivo replied to Elias, his mouth full of pancakes with maple syrup. 
They both had made the same breakfast choices: pancakes with syrup and jellies, boiled eggs, and bacon. 
When they had almost finished their breakfast, Aleesha appeared in the doorway, wringing her hands and looking lost. Her eyes darted around the room and met Ivo’s eyes, who waved at her to come to their table. 
She tiptoed carefully past the crowd with her glass feet and sat elegantly beside Ivo. She ensured her feet were nowhere near hitting the table legs or anyone’s shoes. The boys knew that, too, and kept their feet away from hers. 
“If you like to have breakfast, we can wait for you,” Elias said. “I can get you a tray, so you don’t have to worry about breaking your glass toes.” 
“Thank you; I’d like that,” Aleesha replied coyly, adding, “Could you please bring me some juice and a pancake?”
“Sure, I’ll be back in a second,” Elias said, leaving the booth and heading to the queue in front of the buffet tables.
Ivo glimpsed at the doorway but didn’t see Silas coming. Usually, Aleesha followed Silas. This was the first time he’d seen her alone. “Where is Silas? Did Akka have him do some extra tasks this morning?”
“I don’t know.” Aleesha looked concerned. “I saw him last time after the Imperial Party when we departed to our quarters. I know he went to his room but haven’t seen him since. He wasn’t there this morning.” She shivered and added, “I didn’t want to ask Akka if she knew where Silas was. I hate her for what she did to my feet.”
Ivo nodded. “We’ll go look for him after breakfast. And yes, I think it was wise not to disturb Akka. She can be mean if you bother him for trivial reasons.”
Elias arrived with the tray and placed it in front of Aleesha. “There you go.”
“Thank you so much,” she replied, giving Elias a big smile.
She started eating with a fork and a knife, carefully cutting the pancake into tiny pieces. Her work was so meticulous that Ivo couldn’t take his eyes off of her. Everything about this little woman was refined, charming, and tiny. 
“Aleesha just told me she couldn’t find Silas, so she came here alone.” Ivo started looking Elias straight into the eyes. 
Elias nodded. He got the message. Something might be wrong because Silas would never leave Aleesha alone. Silas would have left her a message about where he had gone and when he would return. He cared too much for Aleesha to disappear like this. Even if Akka had asked Silas to do something for her, he would have left Aleesha a note. This was not typical for Silas.
Ivo’s eyes darted around and spotted Figs and Sigsbee on the other table. I could ask the professors if they know where Silas is, he thought. Then he saw Akka entering the kitchen area, and his stomach churned. If Akka was here and Silas was not, had she sent him to do a special task in the moon facility or somewhere else? Perhaps she had not liked the Imperial Ball performance and decided to punish Silas. Anything was possible, he thought. However, the more he thought about it, the more he got worried. He had a gut feeling something was wrong. Something had happened to Silas. He was sure of it now. 
When Aleesha and Elias had finished their breakfast, Ivo said, “I’ll go and check with Sigsbee and Figs if they know anything about Silas’s whereabouts. I’ll be back soon.” 
When Aleesha stood up, Ivo slid from the seat and headed to talk with the professors. 
Elias’s eyes followed him, and he saw that both professors looked surprised. No, they didn’t seem to know where Silas was. When Ivo came back, Elias asked, “Did they have any idea where he could be?” 
Ivo shook his head. “No, they had no idea. They said all the students will start studying this afternoon, so Silas should have a free morning and breakfast like all the other students.” 
Ivo glanced back at the professors and saw that Sigsbee had approached Akka and asked her about Silas. 
Akka looked surprised and shook her head. Her eyes darted around the room and found Ivo, Elias, and Aleesha waiting for answers. Akka explained something to Sigsbee, who looked surprised. 
Sigsbee walked to meet them and said, “I decided to ask Akka. And no, Silas and Akka had a confidential discussion last night after the ball. She had told him that the emperor had been pleased with the performance. She had also revealed something about his past that might have shocked him.”
“What was the shocking news? Could it be the reason why Silas is not here with us?” Elias demanded, his eyes turning back to Akka.
Sigsbee shook his head. “Akka won’t tell the details of their discussion. She said it was confidential and something for only Silas to hear.”
“We have to find him,” Elias replied heading out of the kitchen and the others followed him. 
“I will try to locate him inside the spaceship,” Sigsbee said as they were in the hallway where the elevators were. He tapped his communicator on his wrist and frowned. “This can’t be correct. I can’t locate him anywhere on this ship.”  He double-checked the data, and his face paled. “It is correct, and yet, it shouldn’t be.”
“He could have used the portal to go somewhere, “Aleesha muttered.  
Sigsbee's gaze swept across Ivo, Elias, and Aleesha before he locked onto the task at hand. With a growing sense of urgency, he grasped his communicator and swiftly navigated its interface. The device vibrated softly as he retrieved the critical information. "Let me check the logs to see where Silas was located the last time," Sigsbee stated, his voice edged with a hint of apprehension. His brow furrowed in concentration as he scrolled through the digital records, searching for any trace of Silas's recent whereabouts.
Moments passed, each seemingly elongated by the weight of uncertainty until Sigsbee's frustration boiled over. He cursed, and the tension in the room ratcheted up another notch. "He was in the shuttle bay," he revealed, his words carrying a foreboding sense of unease.
The group exchanged worried glances, the gravity of the situation sinking in. Sigsbee, however, was not finished. With a deepening sense of concern, he delved back into the data, his fingers dancing over the communicator's interface with a sense of urgency.
"And after checking some more," he continued, his voice tinged with a growing sense of alarm, "I can confirm that one shuttle is missing." He paused and added, “How could he have taken the space shuttle without causing an alarm? We should have been alerted. The cockpit should have been alerted of an unauthorized shuttle departure. Why didn’t the security get any messages? And I’m responsible for the security!” 
“Silas knows how to speak with Tower,” Aleesha uttered. “He learned that when we practiced the dance performance for the ball. He could have asked Tower to silence the alarm, I guess.”
Her eyes were cast down as she said it. 
“Silas knows how to talk to the ship; of course, he does,” Figs commented, his voice resolved. “Why do we allow the ship to take orders from a student?” 
Sigsbee turned his eyes to the ceiling, shaking his head and cursing. “We’ll do something about that later after we find Silas.”
The revelation hung heavily in the air, casting a shadow over their gathering. Silas's unexplained disappearance had taken a disquieting turn, and the absence of a shuttle only deepened the mystery. As they grappled with the implications of this discovery, a profound sense of urgency enveloped the room, and the group knew that they were on the precipice of a situation that demanded swift and decisive action.
"Wait here," Sigsbee said, his voice laden with concern, as he turned and swiftly made his way back to the kitchen.  His footsteps echoed through the hallway as he disappeared momentarily from view, leaving behind an air of uncertainty.
Minutes later, he reappeared, this time accompanied by Akka and Figs. Their expressions were grave, and they halted in the dimly lit hallway, displaying somber resolve.
"If Silas has taken the shuttle without permission," Figs began, his voice tinged with stern authority, "then he's in big trouble. However, the more important thing is to find him."
Akka interjected with a comment that caught Ivo off guard, leaving him with a sense of intrigue. "He is important to the emperor. We can't let him disappear like this. He can't get hurt."
Ivo's mind was a whirlwind of questions. What did Akka mean by saying Silas was "important to the emperor"? He had never heard her talk about Silas like that before. Sigsbee and Figs looked just as puzzled as he felt. Ivo's curiosity was piqued. What secrets had Akka and Silas been keeping? Was Silas's role in their group more than just a simple task? Ivo's thoughts swirled with possibilities. Could it have something to do with the mysterious Emperor Inimicus? And what did it mean for their own lives in Midros? The more Ivo thought about it, the more he felt like he was on the verge of uncovering a hidden truth. It was like standing on the edge of a cliff, staring into a mysterious fog. He couldn't wait to find out what lay hidden beneath the surface. When Ivo glanced at the professors, they all looked pensive.
“What should we do?” Akka asked fiddling the hem of her white tunic with her long fingers. She looked worried.  
Ivo had never seen her this nervous before. Perhaps the emperor had given her and Silas a task she didn’t want to tell anyone else or was not allowed to reveal.
“We need to plan a search party,” Sigsbee commented, his eyes darting at the students. “I think all of you should come with us.”







  
  Chapter thirty-seven
   The Professors


Sigsbee pulled Figs and Akka aside. He looked sternly at Akka. “Tell us what you told Silas last night. It’s important because now he’s gone, and we have to find him.”  
Akka frowned but replied reluctantly. “I can’t tell you the details. It was only for Silas to know. I can’t betray his trust in this matter. I can only tell you that I did a DNA search and matched his DNA with someone else in my database. I told him that, knowing that he had always wondered who his father was. I mean, not the real father because Silas is a clone, but the person who had donated his genes for the doctor to create a clone.” She hugged herself, muttering, “I never thought Silas would run away. It was a revelation, but I thought he would handle it because he had always known he was a clone.”
Figs shook his head. “You told Silas who his father was, and you believed he would take that with stride and not react to this new information? You were wrong. If Silas learned the identity of his father, he probably went to look for him.”
“Calm now. We must find Silas. That’s the most important thing for us to do. We can’t let any other students do this same stunt, so we have to get Imogen to advise Tower not to take orders from students unless it’s for a special request like the ball,” Sigsbee commented, facing Figs. “Can you let Imogen know what has happened? I will contact Hydrangea and tell her.” 
Figs nodded and pushed his glasses up on his nose. He reached out to his communicator and was soon having a discussion with beautiful Imogen, the enchanted fairy-looking woman who took care of Tower and the waterworld and aquatic species in the ship. 
Meanwhile, Sigsbee contacted Hydrangea, who had been up all night trying to find a cure for Penelope. “Hydrangea, Silas, one of Akka’s students, is missing. We’ll go out for a search party. You’ll be in charge of Tower with Imogen.”
“Oh dear,” Hydrangea muttered. “Of course, I will help with the ship, but I won’t be able to keep all the lessons this afternoon. Maybe we’ll have the students do an extra performance event to show off their skills; then, I don’t need to teach all of them. I’ll contact Imogen, and we’ll arrange something. I hope you will find Silas. He’s a nice boy,” Hydrangea commented and ended the call. 
Sigsbee’s eyes met Fig’s eyes, and he nodded. All was set for them to leave. Sigsbee turned to Akka and said, “You better come with us. If we find Silas, he might have more questions for you.”
“I can assure you he won’t,” Akka mumbled.
“Where would he go to look for his father?” 
Firmly, Akka corrected, "He isn't searching for his biological father. He knows he is a clone and a product of genetic donation. Besides, Silas already knows his father's whereabouts. He does no need to steal a shuttle and embark on a quest."
Perplexed, Sigsbee furrowed his brow and inquired, "Then why did he flee?"
Akka, her frustration subtly evident, released a weary sigh as she elucidated, "Silas's father is far from ordinary. Coping with the weight of his extraordinary lineage has proved to be an immense challenge for him.” As Sigsbee and Figs looked puzzled, she admitted, “In hindsight, I should have stayed with him last night. I didn’t realize Silas wasn’t ready to hear that news. However, for my defense, Silas seemed to understand the gravity of the news I shared with him."






  
  Chapter thirty-eight
  Where Did Silas Go?


Sigsbee turned to face the students waiting aside. “Come here,” he ordered. 
Ivo, Elias, and Aleesha moved closer and faced him. 
“Where could Silas have gone? Did he ever tell you where he would fly if he wanted to escape Tower?” Sigsbee asked.
“No, Silas never said that he wished to leave. He enjoyed being here, I believe,” Elias replied, glimpsing  Aleesha. “Especially after he met Aleesha. He wouldn’t leave her behind without telling her.”
Aleesha blushed but kept her eyes on Sigsbee. “Elias is right. Silas would tell me if he decided to flee this spaceship.”
Sigsbee already understood what had happened, but he was keen to gather insights from the students. He believed they might possess additional information they had yet to share with the professors.
In response, both Aleesha and Elias exchanged uncertain glances, their shoulders shrugging in unison, hinting at the possibility that they held unspoken knowledge. Meanwhile, Ivo remained notably quiet, his countenance reflective and deep in thought.
A furrow formed on Ivo's brow as he recollected a prophecy that had visited him several months ago, leaving a lingering sense of foreboding. In that vision, Silas had been in a forest with the cubelike trees… He didn’t realize that everyone was staring at him. 
“Ivo, what’s on your mind?” Sigsbee asked.
“I think I have an idea where he went.” His eyes darted to Professor Figs as he added, “Back on Earth I had a vision when I was with Silas. He was in a forest with trees that had cubelike leaves. He was in an opening in the middle of this forest. The barks of the trees were like puzzles shifting and changing all the time.” 
Figs’s eyes brightened. “Tribus! I remember you told me about that prophecy.”
Sigsbee’s eyes darted from Ivo to Figs. “Should we go there? We’ll be wasting a lot of time traveling there if he’s not there.”
“He is there. Ivo’s visions are always correct,” Elias commented, staring at Sigsbee. 
“You might be right. He had a vision before the Tower trials, too, which helped you all pass it,” Sigsbee commented. 
“Let’s get a shuttle ready,” Sigsbee said. 
Ivo frowned. “I saw a cigar-shaped spaceship arriving at the planet’s orbit. It wasn’t a shuttle.”
Sigsbee thought about it for a while before asking, "Are you absolutely certain that taking this ship to that destination is the right course of action?" 
Both Ivo and Elias nodded enthusiastically. 
After careful consideration, he added, "Well, why not? The festivities have concluded, and the remaining students can proceed with their planned activities while we embark on our mission to locate Silas on the planet. Moreover, this presents an invaluable opportunity for many of you students, as you've yet to experience other planets. Tribus, in particular, holds significance due to..." Sigsbee paused, directing his penetrating gaze towards Elias, who promptly chimed in, "The renowned golden sand, which is used in construction. Structures crafted from this sand gleam as if they were fashioned from pure gold."
"An excellent response, Elias," Sigsbee commended with a proud smile. "You've been attentive during my lectures."
Sigsbee concluded, "I'll initiate preparations for our departure from Midros, and we'll chart our course toward Tribus," as he made his way back to the elevator. Akka and Figs followed him. 
“Let’s go check on Penelope while we have time,” Ivo said to Elias. 
Aleesha stood there, hesitating about whether she should stay or go with them, so Ivo included her. “Come with us if you have nothing else to do.” 
Aleesha smiled and walked cautiously after them as they headed to the elevators.  






  
  Chapter thirty-nine
At Penelope’s Quarters


Ivo was deep in his thoughts when they walked down the hallway to see what was going on with Penelope and Hydrangea’s treatment and whether she had gotten any last night.  
Elias noticed Ivo’s silence and asked, “What’s wrong?”
Ivo glimpsed his friend. “What if my vision wasn’t from this time? What if it is from some other time Silas visits that planet? My prophetic dreams are not that clear. I can’t tell when they happen. I only see a blur of images, but I can’t tell time.”
Elias patted him on the back. “Don’t worry. It’s this time. It fits if you think about it more.”
When Ivo looked puzzled, he added, “The trees will show your memories, your past. So, that’s the reason Silas went there. He didn’t believe Akka’s words. He wanted to see for himself if what she said was true. If he could see the memories of the past when the doctor created him and whoever was there, that would prove anything Akka told him. We don’t know who Akka said was his genetic donor or father if you like that word better, but we know that he was someone Silas never considered to be his father.”
“Yes, you’re right. Silas has always told stories of who his father is, starting from the Nazi leaders to the doctor who created him. Akka must have told Silas something he couldn’t believe to be true,” Ivo said, agreeing with what Elias had said. 
Aleesha walked quietly after them, listening to their discussion. Now, she chimed in. “Yes, I think Silas wouldn’t believe Akka’s words without having solid proof. I think that’s why he went there to have that proof. Besides, he wouldn't want to believe anything Akka tells her after what we saw at the Moon research facility after the Imperial Ball.”
Now, both Ivo and Elias stopped and faced Aleesha. “What? Did you go to the Moon facility after the ball? What did you see there?” Elias asked.
Aleesha glanced around and whispered, “I can’t tell you here. Someone might hear. We were supposed to come and find you today. That’s what I agreed with Silas when I saw him the last time. He must have heard something unbelievable to ignore and leave so suddenly.”
As they had reached Penelope’s door, Elias said, “Let’s talk in Penelope’s quarters more.”   
Ivo nodded. “She has her way of distracting the spy-eyes, and we can distort all the other cameras and listening devices. I have the pocket tool with me.”
Elias pressed his palm on Penelope’s door, waiting for it to recognize him and sending the signal inside for Penelope to find out who was at the door. They heard her voice. “Just a minute. I’ll be there soon.” A loud bark echoed through the door, and then a cat screamed. They heard Penelope’s calming voice as she tried to get her pets to behave so that she could open the door. 
And after a couple of minutes, Penelope appeared by the doorway. She wore a half-mask that covered her forehead and a morning gown. “Good morning,” she said, her eyes veering from one to the other. “Come in.” The little chihuahua and the ginger cat she had adopted back on Earth were twining around her legs.  She stopped Barky and Boots with her foot, not running to the hallway. “No! Stay.” She looked apologetically at the others, explaining, “They are anxious to go for a run and explore the spaceship. They don’t like to be cooped up in here all the time.”
As the others entered her quarters, she kept an eye on her pets and closed the door after everyone was inside. Aleesha looked around Penelope’s quarters, which were different from hers. 
Penelope had her quarters changed into several smaller rooms, now having enough space for her poisonous bugs in jars and containers filling the shelves of one room. One was her bedroom, and one was filled with plants and served as her living room. 
Smiling, Ivo commented, “This starts to look like a mini-Hydrangea’s room.” Penelope grinned. “Yes, I’ve been busy lately.”
They all sat down in comfortable lounge chairs. Penelope had chosen different colors for each chair, so they made a colorful splash in the room. “I don’t have anything to offer,” Penelope started, but Elias interrupted. “No need. We just had breakfast. You were not there, so we came to see what’s up.”
“I’m good. Hydrangea is still working to figure out a cure for me, but I got this mask and the gloves with cream that should help in the meantime,” Penelope said, lifting her hand at the mask.  
Boots hopped up and curled on Aleesha’s lap as soon as she sat down. Aleesha grinned. “I’ve never had a pet, but this cat is adorable.” She patted her silky fur, and Boots purred.  Meanwhile, Barky ran around sniffing and checking everyone out, making sure he got some scratches and pats, too. When he’d done that, he went to sit next to Penelope. “Good boy,” she commented. 
She lifted her eyes and asked, “I see you didn’t bring Silas with you. What has happened?”
“He has fled from the spaceship,” Ivo said matter-of-factly, his eyes looking stern.
Penelope gasped. “What? That can’t be true. Why would he do something like that?”
When Ivo and Elias had explained what they knew about Silas’s sudden departure, Penelope nodded. “Akka must have said something disturbing that he couldn’t handle or wanted confirmation about it.” Her eyes met Ivo’s. “Yes, I think you’re correct that Silas went to the only place he knew he could see the answers of his past: that weird cubic forest. Thank you for letting me know.” She glanced at the clock and said, “I should get dressed. Hydrangea will want to see me soon.”
“We’ll leave then. The ship is heading there, so all the normal lectures are held today,” Elias said and stood up, and Aleesha and Ivo followed him out.






  
  Chapter forty
Violetta, the Wraith


After they left, Penelope took off her half-mask and studied her face. Not much change had happened overnight, but she didn’t expect that. It was too soon. She got dressed in a light blue uniform and then headed out. First, she went to see Hydrangea but wasn’t in her office, so she popped into the infirmary room where Violetta was. 
The sickbed was empty, and she looked around. 
A shadow moved by the wall, but not because of something that had caused a shadow. It was Violetta, the wraith, a shadowy figure standing by the wall. 
Penelope stood still. “You’re awake, Violetta.” Her voice was soft and gentle.
“Yes, I’m awake but don’t recall what happened.” Her voice was the same as before. It was the only thing that had not changed due to the accident. “I can’t see my arms, but I can feel them. What happened to me?”
“You’re a wraith now.” 
“I don’t know what that is,” Violetta replied.
“The poisonous grub bit you at the ball, and Hydrangea was able to save your life, but in that process, you transformed into a wraith.” Penelope kept her eyes on Violetta. She couldn’t see if Violetta reacted to the news or not. A shadow didn’t have emotions to show. A silent cry emitted from her see-through body. “What should I do now? What will I become? Where will I go?”
“You stay right here,” Hydrangea replied behind Penelope, who turned around surprised. She had not heard her instructor arriving. “The emperor was pleased to hear he has a wraith in the Tower spaceship. I’m sure Akka will be pleased to instruct you in the art of spying and gathering intelligence. Your body is perfectly transparent to be an excellent spy. Now, calm down and sit back on the bed. I will have to check that you’re well.”
Hydrangea wore a light blue flowery dress that morning. Her hair was braided around her head and decorated with blue feathers and flowers. 
When the shadowy figure moved to the bed, Hydrangea came closer. “You must understand that I cannot do a normal examination, and thus, I will ask questions, and you will have to answer the best you can.”
Violetta replied, “Yes.”
“Do you have any pain anywhere?” Hydrangea asked. “I’m only asking because the grub poison can be very painful and cause nerve pain.”
“No pain. I’m good. I feel normal, except that I can’t see my hands or my body,” Violetta replied. 
“That’s excellent.” Hydrangea beamed. “Can you wiggle your toes and your fingers?”
“Yes, I can.” The wraith moved slightly on the edges. 
Those must have been her toes and fingers, Penelope thought. 
“Can you tell me what you see? And how far can you see?”
“That is so strange. I can see to the hallway and past that to the next room,” Violetta said. “It’s like overlapping images in front of me.”
“That’s the new eyesight you got as a wraith,” Hydrangea replied. 
Violetta let out a deep, sorrowful sigh, her emotional turmoil evident to Penelope and Hydrangea as they shared the weight of her pain. As Violetta’s despair deepened, it manifested in heart-wrenching sobs reverberating through the room.
"Oh dear," Hydrangea murmured, her hands twisting in distress as she tried to offer solace. "Don't cry, Violetta. Everything will work out."
"I'm no longer human," Violetta whispered, her voice filled with a sense of hopelessness. "What will become of me? I’m invisible.   No one can touch me. No one cares about me."
Hydrangea, striving to sound reassuring, replied, "Don't worry, Violetta. You will have a prosperous life as a spy."
Violetta's grief deepened, and she cried out, "I will be utterly alone. I'll never be able to love anyone. I'll exist on the fringes of society, disconnected from all relationships."
"That's far from the truth," Hydrangea stated emphatically, her words brimming with an attempt at reassurance. "You will prove to be a valuable asset to the emperor and Akka in her intelligence services. Trust me, I know this to be true. They were thrilled to learn that one of their students has transitioned into a wraith." Unbeknownst to her, Hydrangea's words came across as harsh, for she had inadvertently overlooked the genuine concerns of the student, instead focusing solely on the pragmatic perspective of how the empire could harness her newfound abilities.
Penelope felt a compelling urge to offer her support. Determinedly, she addressed Violetta, her voice filled with sincerity and warmth. "Violetta, please know that all of us, your fellow students, are here for you. We're not just classmates; we're your friends, your extended family. You won't be forgotten or left to face this new reality alone. You're one of us."
Her tears subsided, Violetta sniffed softly, her tone tinged with hope rather than sorrow. "Really? Do you mean that?"
"Absolutely," Penelope affirmed with unwavering conviction. She momentarily considered adding 'trust me' to her statement but recognized that their instructor had employed those words and might not ring true if repeated, so she chose not to include them. 
Violetta's voice hushed a sense of uncertainty in her tone. "What should I do?"
Hydrangea furrowed her brows as she inquired, "What do you mean?"
Violetta's questions poured forth as she grappled with her newfound existence. "Can I still be a normal student? Is it possible for me to eat like any other human? I'm completely lost about how to be a wraith," she admitted. 
Penelope thought she detected a subtle movement as Violetta turned her head toward Hydrangea, even as her form remained elusive against the bed.
Hydrangea's response, both convincing and tinged with uncertainty, assured Violetta, "Yes, you can eat like any other person. Although your body may be transparent, it still needs sustenance like a human body." Her conviction wavered briefly as she added, "Or at least, I believe it does. We've never had a wraith among us before, so I'm not entirely certain. I'll delve into my archives and gather more information about the lives of wraiths. It will be an intriguing journey of discovery for all of us." With that, she turned and left the room, leaving the two students alone.
Penelope offered a reassuring comment as her eyes returned from the departing figure to Violetta. "Don't worry. Hydrangea will undoubtedly learn more about what it means to be a wraith." 
“I hope so.” Violetta sounded depressed.







  
  Chapter forty-one
Silas


As Silas stood amidst the cubic trees on the alien planet, his past exploded around him in a kaleidoscope of memories. Images danced across the tree trunks like holographic whispers: a childhood smile, a whispered secret, a long-forgotten scent. Silas's head spun, his gaze darting wildly between the visions. But as the fragments of his history swirled around him, he discovered that focusing on a single tree was like grasping a thread in a tapestry – it unraveled the mysteries of his past, one memory at a time. 
As he settled into his contemplative vigil, a flood of older memories emerged. Visions from his adolescence appeared—the excitement of his teenage years, the exuberance of being ten, the heart-pounding moment of falling from a tree branch. Silas's mind revisited when he was eight, vividly recalling the thrill of running along the riverside in the dense rainforest. Memories of his early childhood resurfaced, like when he was just five years old and successfully caught a huge catfish from the river.
These were moments of profound happiness when he remained blissfully unaware of the intricate complexities of his identity and what he was. He had been just like any other boy growing up—no worries, no concerns about who the father was – or being a clone.
As Silas continued to fix his gaze upon the vivid tapestry of his past, his thoughts meandered through the profound differences that had defined and changed his life. Here he was, a student aboard an alien spacecraft, a reality he had never considered possible. The loyal friends he had made before entering this spaceship had become a surrogate family in the absence of his mother and sister. 
As he navigated through the intricate corridors of his past, the holographic images etched on the cubic trees painted a vivid portrait of his family – a loving mother who had nurtured his unique talents and his sister whose laughter and playful antics had filled their home. They were the family he had cherished, and their unexplained disappearance had left a void in his heart. He recalled what Akka told him about his mother and his sister: they were both Doctor Mengele’s daughters and unrelated to Silas. That had been another revelation that had shaken him about his past. Were his mother and sister still alive or lost in some weird Akka’s research experiment? Or should I even call them my mother and sister now that I know they were not that? Silas wondered. 
He had not been able to confirm their whereabouts, even though he believed they were captured like so many others on Earth. Akka said she knew where they were. He realized they must be in Citadel or the Moon Research Facility, even if he had not seen them there.   
The belief that Akka might be using this revelation of who his father was to manipulate him and his father gnawed at his mind. His trust in his mentor was fragile, born of necessity rather than choice, as she held the key to unlocking the mysteries of his existence.
Silas revisited his memories and sought out the truth behind Akka's claim regarding the identity of the man whose genes he shared—a man Akka had referred to as his 'father’.  If the man in question indeed turned out to be Emperor Inimicus, Silas faced a profound moral and existential quandary. What should he do about that information? And what about Ivo – he was also an heir of the previous king? Two heirs in the galaxy sounded more trouble than a good thing, he thought. He had always known he was different, a clone, not a real human. Now, the possibility that his lineage tied him to the very ruler of the empire that spanned the cosmos was both exhilarating and terrifying.
The enigmatic doctor Mengele visited his memories, He was always looking serious, checking his temperature, taking his bloodwork, and making sure he was healthy.   
A particular image emerged among the memories – a cherished moment when his mother. With the clarity of hindsight, her words took on a deeper significance. She had always told him he was destined for something great, a calling beyond the ordinary. He had thought she meant he would have a great future because he was her son, but she might have meant his genes and who his real father was.
Silas realized he had a choice to make. He could accept his lineage and potentially wield the power that came with it to bring about change, or he could reject it and forge his own path, free from the shadows of the empire. But this decision would come with far-reaching consequences for him and his loyal friends, who had become like family to him.
As the multiplicity of memories continued to unravel before him, he resolved to uncover the truth, to confirm his heritage, and, if necessary, to confront Emperor Inimicus. The path ahead was fraught with uncertainty and danger, but it was a journey he knew he had to undertake for the sake of his past, his future, and the galaxy itself. Because if Emperor Inimicus had ordered Doctor Mengele to create a clone of himself, then surely, he wanted this boy to become his heir. Why hadn’t he said anything? Or perhaps he didn’t know who Silas was.
Silas's brow furrowed with a blend of confusion and anxiety. He couldn't shake the notion that Emperor Inimicus was aware of a clone among the students in the Tower, but the question looming over him was whether the emperor knew that he, Silas, was that clone, his clone. Akka's revelations had left much unsaid. She had not explicitly informed the emperor about Silas's true identity. What she had divulged pertained to DNA analysis and a comparison to the emperor's genetic makeup. The reason behind their divergence in appearance could have been attributed to environmental factors—factors that had altered the emperor's body over time, coupled with the stark contrast in their upbringing, with Silas having been raised on a different planet.
As Silas mulled over these intricacies, a growing conviction took hold of him. It appeared increasingly likely that Emperor Inimicus remained oblivious to who Silas was. The very notion that being a clone didn't necessarily equate to being the emperor’s clone. Akka had chosen to keep this vital information to herself, a strategic card she held close to her chest. Her silence regarding the DNA test results, the incontrovertible proof that he was indeed the emperor's heir, granted her a considerable advantage. With this knowledge in her possession, Akka held the power to reveal the presence of the emperor's successor on the spacecraft under Silas's tutelage. She could manipulate the intricate dance of power between father and son, a revelation that could tip the balance of authority and reshape the course of the empire itself. Silas couldn't help but ponder the extent of Akka's designs and the intricate web of secrecy she had woven around herself.
Nonetheless, Silas remained plagued by the mystery: Did the doctor’s death cause the launching of the devastating assault on Earth? Could it be that the attack was somehow linked to his disappearance, a desperate reaction from the emperor due to his inability to locate the doctor and Silas's family? A crushing weight settled upon him as he realized the horrifying truth: every life lost, every shattered dream, and every scarred landscape was a direct result of the emperor’s reaction to his clone gone missing. The burden of guilt threatened to consume him as if the ghosts of the past stood before him, their accusing eyes forever etched in his mind. This notion seemed to fit the puzzle pieces in Silas's mind. He speculated that the emperor's wrath had been incited by the abrupt vanishing of his clone from the highly secure complex. In his frantic quest to recover the missing children, the emperor had resorted to an aggressive planetary assault, hoping that it would lead him to their whereabouts. This justified the aliens’ systematic separation of the children from their parents and the meticulous cataloging of each child before dispersing them into other cities. This was also what Akka had confirmed when she revealed what she knew and when she had sent the body snatchers to find him. However, something had gone awry in this process, and they hadn't found Silas back then, leaving the young clone unaccounted for and the emperor unsure of what happened to his heir.







  
  Chapter forty-two
Later That Same Day


The Tower Spaceship Enters Tribus' Orbit
The students had gathered in the main hall to view the new planet through the windows.  
The planet was shrouded in clouds, but the students could see the greenish forest and the vast areas of yellow, which was the special sand of the planet.
Inside, the search and rescue team was getting ready to leave with a shuttle and land on the surface. 
The spaceship had conducted a couple of surveys across Tribus to determine the best place to land and whether it could locate the missing shuttle Silas had used.  
Sigsbee had pinpointed the exact location of Silas’s shuttle, but they didn’t find any life signs inside it. The shuttle did not respond to their hails, which Sigsbee assumed meant that Silas had left the shuttle and was now somewhere on the planet. He gestured for Ivo and Elias to climb inside, and then Akka and himself climbed in and buckled up. Figs stayed behind, as they needed someone to monitor the monitors and communicate with the search and rescue party in case Silas tried to call them. Akka was reluctant to join the team, but Sigsbee had reminded her that she was the missing student’s professor and thus responsible for his well-being and that her words had caused Silas to leave for this unauthorized trip to a strange planet. 
“The emperor would not be pleased to hear that you let one of your students steal a shuttle and leave the Tower spaceship,” Sigsbee commented. “If you want to keep your relationship with the emperor intact, you had better come with us to find the student.” 
Akka frowned but nodded. “Very well.”
Sigsbee kept his eyes on Akka when he emphasized his next words. "He's the sole known human clone in existence, which makes him an exceedingly valuable discovery." This comment elicited a concerned look from Akka, who had turned pale as if she'd just heard something unsettling.
The shuttle departed from the docking area, hurtling through the open expanse as it descended toward the planet's surface. After letting the shuttle be on autopilot at first, Sigsbee assumed control of the shuttle; his gaze fixed on the display. “The area below offers no significant landmass for a safe landing, mostly water. I propose we approach the vicinity where Silas touched down, nearer to the forest,” he suggested. With a few keystrokes on his console, he enlarged a grid on the map, then switched the image to display underground topography. "Silas landed directly above a hidden volcano. We need to remain vigilant for any seismic activity to safeguard our shuttles. Silas himself was unaware of his exact landing spot."
Professor Figs’s voice resonated through the cockpit, delivering concerning news. "I hate to be the bearer of bad tidings, but it seems that the volcano isn't as dormant as we'd hoped. Subterranean temperatures are spiking! You have limited time to rescue Silas."
Sigsbee's jaw tightened in frustration. "Just perfect," he muttered. "The volcano decides to wake up now, of all times. Why did it have to pick today when we're right in the middle of our journey? A little advance warning would've been nice."
The shuttle continued to race through the atmosphere until Silas's shuttle came into view. They executed a smooth landing next to his craft. Sigsbee turned off the engine and said, “As you all heard what Figs said, we don’t have much time. We don’t know how much time we have to find Silas.” 
Sigsbee’s eyes latched on Elias. “I suggest that Elias stays behind.” When he saw that Elias was about to complain about the decision, he added, “Only because we need someone here to monitor the seismic activity and keep in touch with Figs.”
Elias looked unhappy but nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
Sigsbee saw his disappointment. “Furthermore, I’m not sure how the Bloodsucker will adjust to different atmospheres; thus, it would be easier to let you find out about that detail in some less urgent situation.”
Elias’s face brightened. He hadn’t thought about his Bloodsucker. Of course, it would be better if he stayed in a controlled environment for now. They had not tested Bloodsucker’s durability in any other atmosphere other than the Tower’s. “I’ll keep you informed of any new developments,” he replied. “I’ll move up to the console to keep in touch with Professor Figs.”
Sigsbee’s eyes darted from him to Ivo. “Ivo, I need your help to recall your vision. An exact location would be helpful. We might be in a hurry due to the volcano.”
Ivo shrugged. “I can’t help with the location. My prophecies are just flashes of images, and they can contain several different places and times.” 
“I thought so; however, please repeat what you recall of your prophecy, and we can go with that.”
Ivo closed his eyes. He let his thoughts wander back to when he was with Silas, hiding under the Glen Span Arch in Central Park. He had fallen asleep and saw his prophecy. “Okay, this is what I saw. I think not all of it is part of this rescue trip.” He furrowed his brows and started, “I saw a reddish sun and a smaller yellow moon. A shuttle headed towards the yellow planet, partly covered with clouds. It landed on top of a flat mountain.” He opened his eyes. “That’s the volcano, I guess.” 
Sigsbee nodded. “Go on.”
Ivo closed his eyes again. “I also saw some flying plates that people used to move around, but I think that was part of something else that hasn’t happened yet.” He pressed his eyes close tighter and added, “I saw a forest full of strange, fantastic-looking trees swaying in the wind. I followed the rescue party as they entered an enchanted forest. I don’t know how I knew the people ahead of me were a search and rescue team. Then next, I wondered about the strange trees with bark that looked like a construction of puzzles reflecting different images of what you had in mind, and its leaves didn’t form a green foliage but a solid cube canopy. The earth-tone-colored cubes twisted around and above in various colors: browns, tans, terracotta, burnt umber, shades of blue, green, brick red, and light yellow to orange shades. It was like watching the Rubik's cubes swirling around and around. They moved from one direction to another, swirling and curling around each other, reconfiguring the trunk as we walked under it. The cubes formed a tunnel before us and reformed the tree with multiple shading branches above us. It was like walking under a canopy.”
"Very intriguing," Akka murmured, her curiosity piqued. This was the first time she had heard Ivo elaborating on his visions. "It seems like the path you described could potentially lead us to Silas, considering the unique formation of the cubes that form a tunnel. It appears to lead directly to a significant open area."
Ivo continued to recount his prophecy that included Silas, his voice filled with hesitation. "In my vision, I had a sense that we were in search of something or someone, but the identity or nature of that target remained elusive to me." He paused briefly, collecting his thoughts, and then resumed, "The trees in the vision seemed to guide the search party in a particular direction as if they possessed an innate knowledge of where the rescue team needed to go. After a lengthy journey through the dense forest, the search party arrived at a circular clearing encircled by these ancient trees. There, I beheld a motionless figure clad in pristine white garments – Silas. In my vision, I was certain it was him, and my relief stemmed from observing the subtle rise and fall of his chest, a reassuring sign of life." Ivo concluded his narrative, opening his eyes to meet the expectant gaze of Sigsbee. "That's the extent of what I can recall."
“That was plenty. It will help us to find Silas. Now, we know where to go,” Silas said. “Okay, everyone else, grab your headgear and head outside.” The headgear will limit the trees' ability to read the minds, Sigsbee had told Ivo. He glanced at Ivo and added, “I’m not sure you will need one. You don’t recall your past, so the trees can’t access more than a few months of your memories.” 
Ivo nodded. “I don’t recall wearing a helmet in my vision, so I guess I’m okay going without it. “I can take one with me and give it to Silas when we find him,” he added, reaching for a helmet and carrying it with him as they made their way outside. 
Akka and Sigsbee wore protective helmets as they headed toward the forest. Ivo followed them just as he had in his vision months ago. 






  
  Chapter forty-three
Silas 


Sigsbee, followed by Akka, entered the forest of cubic trees, and Ivo followed his eyes, admiring the strangeness and the colors of the foliage. Just like in his prophecy, the trees seemed to form a path leading them to where to find Silas’s body. 
The trees seemed to try to pull memories of the rescue team, but the helmets stopped it, so they turned to read Ivo’s, and the only thing they could view was the past few months when he had met his friends in the city of New York, the trials and the training in the spaceship. Nothing older than that; thus, Ivo wasn’t distracted by these images and easily followed his professors deeper into the woods. 
When they reached the opening, a still body lay in the middle. 
“Silas!” Ivo shouted and ran to him just like he had done in his vision. He kneeled next to Silas and turned his body to face him. Silas’s body was limp. His eyes were closed. It was as if he was in deep slumber because when Ivo tried to shake him to wake up, he didn’t.
“What’s wrong with him?” Ivo asked Sigsbee and Akka. 
"He's been immersed in this world for an extended period, grappling with an overwhelming trove of memories," Akka responded, her gaze fixed on the mesmerizing tree trunks that continued to display Silas's childhood recollections. As she watched, she suddenly gasped in astonishment.
Sigsbee and Ivo turned their attention toward Akka, their expressions filled with curiosity and concern. "This can't be true," Sigsbee muttered slowly, his eyes locked on the images that revealed a familiar figure from the past. "That's Emperor Inimicus. Why is he a part of Silas's history?" Turning to Akka, he asked with a sense of dawning realization, "Silas is a clone, isn't he – the heir to Emperor Inimicus?"
Akka’s voice was hushed. "Yes, but you mustn't disclose this information to anyone. The emperor is unaware of my knowledge of the truth. He doesn’t know that Silas knows who his clone father is. As of now, you and Silas are the sole bearers of this hidden reality."
Sigsbee and Ivo exchanged contemplative glances; the weight of the revelation settled heavily upon their shoulders. In the wake of this revelation, it became abundantly clear that Ivo wasn't the sole heir within the Tower's confines. Silas, a clone directly descended from Emperor Inimicus, held an equal claim to the empire's glorious legacy. The looming question hung in the air, a profound uncertainty: Who among them would ultimately ascend to the mantle of leadership in the galaxy’s future—would it be the heir of the previous king or the heir of the reigning emperor?
Sigsbee found himself musing, acknowledging the complexity of the situation. He knew only time would unveil the answer to this compelling and potentially divisive conundrum. As he contemplated the future, he couldn't help but wonder how the dynamics between the two young friends would evolve. Their camaraderie was a precious bond, and the prospect of a future where they might be pitted against each other for the throne was a deeply intriguing, albeit disquieting, thought.
With these musings swirling in his mind, Sigsbee concluded, “Time will tell what will happen to these two young men. It will be interesting to witness. These two young men are not just friends; they share a profound connection. The question remains: can their friendship withstand the seismic forces of power and ambition that a mighty empire exerts, or will it, too, be reshaped by the complex tides of destiny?"
The ground suddenly lurched beneath their feet, sending them stumbling. They struggled to regain balance as the earth shuddered and trembled around them.
Sigsbee acted swiftly, his adrenaline-fueled strength allowing him to lift Silas from the ground and hoist him onto his shoulder. "We can't stay here! We must vacate this area before the volcano erupts. Our shuttles are positioned on top of that mountain, and we don’t know if the quakes will damage the shuttles," he urgently declared. With Silas in tow, he initiated a sprint, retracing their steps back through the same path that had brought them into the forest.

      [image: image-placeholder]Meanwhile, Figs was in contact with the shuttle; his voice laced with a sense of urgency as he relayed the critical information to Elias. "Elias, you need to act swiftly. Both shuttles are in jeopardy. Our subterranean scans reveal that the pressure beneath the ground is dangerously close to their location."
Fully aware of the gravity of the situation, Elias inquired with a hint of concern, "I understand the urgency, but where can I safely relocate the shuttles? The rescue team is expected to return this way."
Figs replied, "Shift their positions toward the lakeside, west of your current location. According to our calculations, the lava flow is less likely to encroach in that direction, providing a safer haven. Time is of the essence, Elias!"
With swift precision, Elias activated the autopilot system, guiding the shuttle to the exact coordinates Figs had provided. He then controlled Silas's shuttle remotely, synchronizing its autopilot with the lead craft. Elias's expertise in shuttle navigation proved crucial as he skillfully maneuvered both vessels through the treacherous skies. The looming volcanic eruption cast a sense of desperation over the operation, but Elias remained focused, his hands moving swiftly and surely over the controls. Both shuttles ascended to safety in the nick of time, leaving behind the potential cataclysm that lurked below. 
Elias peered through the shuttle's viewport, witnessing the horrifying spectacle unfolding beneath. Smoke billowed from the Earth's depths, and the once-solid ground cracked and shattered under the force of the erupting magma, releasing a searing, molten river of red-hot lava that devoured the very spot where the shuttles had been positioned just minutes before. With horrified eyes, he watched the red-hot magma spread from the volcano and headed toward the forest where the search and rescue team had gone a while back. 
He contacted Figs, “The lava flows toward the forest! The rescue party will be trapped. What should I do?”
“Can you fly toward the forest and hover over the path?” Figs asked. “If they could see you above them, we can beam them up to the shuttle without you needing to land.”
“I can try that,” Elias replied firmly. He had to help his friends and his professors.
Elias's hands flew across the controls urgently, guiding the shuttle toward the forest with a desperate focus. His heart racing with determination and fear, he knew that every second counted – the lives of his friends and the entire rescue team hung precariously in the balance.
The forest below was engulfed in a relentless tide of fiery magma, with smoke and ash billowing into the sky.
As the shuttles hovered over the forest's path, Elias maintained a vigilant watch over the scene below. His communication with Figs remained open, the urgency in their voices palpable. "I'm in position, hovering over the path," Elias reported, the shuttle's engines humming in readiness.
Figs, back in the tower's control center, coordinated the rescue effort. He contacted Sigsbee via his communicator. "Sigsbee, you need to look up! The shuttle is directly above you. Prepare for immediate beaming," he transmitted over the communication link, his voice laced with urgency.
Down in the forest, the struggling rescue team, weary and ash-covered, gazed upward, their faces illuminated by hope and relief as they spotted the shuttle hovering above. 
The ancient trees around them had transformed into towering infernos, the heat and chaos closing in from all sides.
They were beamed up to the first shuttle one by one, their forms shimmering as they were transported to safety. It was a perilous and heart-pounding rescue operation, but with Elias's skill and precision, each team member was safely evacuated from the forest floor.
As the final team member solidified on the shuttle, a palpable wave of relief swept through the group. Bruised and shaken, yet alive, they shared weary smiles and exchanged grateful glances. Gazing out the viewport, they beheld the forest's transformation into an inferno, molten lava engulfing the landscape like a raging beast. The stark contrast between their narrow escape and the devastation below left them awestruck.
Sigsbee lowered Silas onto one of the chairs and tied the harness around him so he would not fall on landing.
Elias let out a deep breath, a mix of pride and relief washing over him. He had played a crucial part in the heart-stopping rescue, and it had paid off. As the shuttles flew away from the ravaged landscape, Elias gazed out at the dwindling inferno, the eruption's fiery tendrils still clawing at the sky. The team's safe escape had been narrow; thanks to Professor Figs’s quick thinking, Elias felt honored to have been a part of it.
Elias expertly guided the shuttles to a safe landing near the tranquil lakeside. With the shuttles secured, Elias turned his attention to the immediate well-being of those on board. His gaze fell upon Sigsbee; concern etched in his features. He approached Sigsbee, his voice laced with both relief and apprehension. "Is Silas alright?" he inquired, his eyes filled with genuine worry.
Sigsbee glimpsed Elias; his relief was evident as he provided an update. "Yes, he appears to be fine. He's just unconscious," Sigsbee replied, his voice carrying a tone of reassurance amid the chaos that had unfolded.
With a heartfelt sigh, Elias said, "That's good to hear." 
“We have to stop the fire,” Akka commented. “It will destroy the valuable trees.”
“I know.” Sigsbee looked stern. “I’m just not sure how we can do that.”
Ivo's mind was abuzz with a daring idea that had been quietly percolating as they faced the ominous threat of the erupting volcano. "What if we were to drop an ice bomb on the volcano? It could potentially cool down the molten lava and even freeze it in place," he proposed, his eyes alight with the spark of innovation.
Sigsbee, ever ready to embrace a creative solution in the face of danger, enthusiastically responded to Ivo's suggestion. "That's a brilliant idea!" he exclaimed. He reestablished contact with Figs without hesitation, their link pulsating with urgency. "Figs, can we arrange to drop an ice bomb on the volcano?" Sigsbee inquired, his voice brimming with excitement.
Figs commented immediately. "We can make it happen. I assume you intend to protect the cubic forest, right?" he remarked, understanding the stakes.
With a firm resolve, Sigsbee confirmed their plan, "Yes, we will vacate the area, ensuring that you won't have to worry about hitting us. I'm taking control of the shuttles and making our way back to the Tower. Over and out." With deft maneuvering, he guided the shuttles back into orbit, approached Tower spaceship, zoomed inside, and landed in the docking area. The second shuttle followed the first one. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Meanwhile, Figs initiated the daring ice bomb maneuver. A powerful blast erupted from the shuttle, and the bomb aimed towards the volcano's heart. As it interacted with the seething magma, it rapidly sapped the fiery energy, turning the molten lava into solid, icy formations. The very heart of the volcano was stilled, its destructive power quelled, and the cubic forest was preserved, its memory-reading structures mostly untouched by the fiery menace.
Ivo's innovative idea, along with their coordinated efforts, had spared the ancient forest. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Sigsbee turned to face Akka again. 
“It’s time to get Silas to the infirmary. I can ask Cirrus and Cumulus to take care of him,” Sigsbee said, referring to his cyborg aids. 
Akka nodded. Yes, that's a good idea.” 
After leaving the shuttle, Sigsbee carried Silas to the elevator, and Akka followed them. As the door closed, they both left the docking area. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Elias sighed and glimpsed Ivo. “At least Silas is alive.” 
Ivo nodded. “Yes, but the images we saw back there. That was something unexpected.”
“Yes, I know. I had never thought that could be possible.” He frowned and added, “I always believed what Silas told me that some German officer had been his father. I never thought it could be …” He paused and didn’t mention who Silas’s clone father was.
Ivo sighed. “No wonder Silas ran away. That was a lot to digest.”
“We should see how Silas is doing,” Elias commented. “It would be better if he sees friendly faces when he wakes up.” Ivo and Elias began walking towards the elevator to the infirmary at level one, which also served as Sigsbee's laboratory. It was the same room where Ivo’s knee had been operated on. 






  
  Chapter forty-four
    At the Infirmary


Ivo recalled vividly when he had been in the surgery in the same room where Silas lay now.  
It wasn’t exactly a hospital room, but more like a lab with huge monitors on the walls and some narrow beds on the side of the room. It smelled like sanitizers and cleaning supplies. The walls were white, and filled with medical equipment was placed near them. 
Silas rested under the blanket in one of the beds. Two cyborgs in black outfits waited behind his headrest. 
“Hello, Cirrus,” Ivo greeted, and the slender cyborg bowed. Then, Ivo greeted the other one, “And hello, Cumulus.” The fatter cyborg bowed at him.  They looked almost human, except their skin shimmered. They were bald, and their eyes were like two black sparkling gems. “How is Silas?” 
They pointed at the screen next to the bed. It showed a steady heart rate, and his brainwaves were very active as far as I could read the screen. 
Sigsbee entered. “Ah, you are here. Good. Keep talking to Silas,” he instructed, his tone carrying a mix of concern and determination. "Physically, there’s nothing wrong with him. We are not sure if this is a coma. It’s more like a deep sleep, according to his brainwaves. I’d hope some stimulus like your voice or touch would urge him to wake up.”
“I think we should get Aleesha here too,” Ivo commented. “She’s close to Silas, and I think her voice and touch would mean the world to him.”
“Okay, I’ll get her here. You two stay and keep talking to Silas. He needs to get out of this slumber.” Sigsbee turned away and was about to leave when Elias asked in a low voice, “What happens if Silas does not wake up? Is that a possibility?”
Sigsbee's face clouded with concern, and he sighed deeply. "To be honest, I'm worried," he admitted, his voice barely above a whisper. "But Silas is young and strong. He should be able to bounce back on his own." He glanced around the room, his eyes lingering on the cyborgs stationed beside Silas. "My cyborgs are keeping a close eye on him. If anything changes, they'll alert me and Hydrangea right away." With that, Sigsbee turned and left the room, leaving Ivo and Elias to watch over Silas in anxious silence.
Ivo settled into the chair beside Silas's bed, his gaze fixed on his unconscious friend. "Silas, you've got to wake up. You can't stay unconscious," he urged with a sense of desperation, as if his words alone could penetrate the deep slumber that held Silas captive.
Elias pulled out another chair to join Ivo. "We know about your father, and we don't care. You're still our friend," he declared, emphasizing the strength of their friendship despite any external circumstances.
The mention of Silas's father triggered a reaction in Silas, and Ivo noticed it as his eyes quickly darted to the screen, displaying Silas's brainwaves and noting a distinct jump. "The word 'father' changed his brainwaves," Ivo whispered, gesturing towards the monitor, a spark of realization flickering in his eyes.
Elias nodded. “Silas, your father, we know who he is.” When he said that, he kept his eyes on the monitor. Once again, Silas exhibited a response to the mention of his father.
"He can hear us," Ivo observed, his voice a mixture of hope and concern. 
The evidence on the monitor suggested a level of awareness, yet Silas remained unresponsive. 
Elias spoke up and voiced his concerns. "I don't get it. Silas is strong. Why won't he wake up?" He paused, his eyes locked on Silas's peaceful face. "Unless... he's trying to escape the truth. About his father, I mean." 
The room fell silent, the only sound being the soft hum of the cyborgs' machinery. The air was heavy with unspoken questions: What was Silas fighting in his dreams? Would he be able to face the harsh reality when he finally woke up?
The sound of the door sliding open made them turn, and Sigsbee returned to the room with Aleesha. She tiptoed to the bedside and sat on the edge of the bed, taking Silas’s hand in hers. “Silas, please wake up.”
The boys kept their eyes on the monitor and noted a brainwave jump. Silas recognized Aleesha’s voice. 
Amidst the hushed tones of Aleesha's comforting murmurs to Silas, Ivo, Elias, and Sigsbee engaged in a discussion near the doorway. 
Ivo turned his eyes to Sigsbee. “Silas reacted to her voice and the word ‘father’ when we talked to him. He can hear us.”
“That’s a good sign.” Sigsbee looked relieved. “Then his slumber is not as deep as we feared.” 
Ivo had another thought, and facing Sigsbee, he asked, “What if he doesn’t want to face reality and be who he is? What if he’s also worried about the punishment for stealing the shuttle and leaving the Tower without permission? Should you speak to him about that?” 
“I don’t want to address that topic yet,” Sigsbee whispered to Ivo. “We have not discussed it yet. It’s complicated. You know why.” He left it at that. Ivo understood. Given his father's identity, the professors were torn about how to handle Silas's escape from the Tower. The rescue mission team discovered the truth when they saw the images on the tree trunk, and Akka also revealed to them that she had shared this information with Silas. As a result, everyone involved was now aware of Silas's connection with the emperor, making it a sensitive situation. The professors hesitated to punish Silas, unsure if they had the authority to discipline the son of such a powerful figure.
Aleesha's voice sliced through the silence, her words urgent. "Wait, I think Silas is waking up!" 
The room's attention snapped back to Silas's bedside as Ivo, Elias, and Sigsbee swiftly converged around him. Their eyes locked onto Silas's face, watching with bated breath as his eyelids fluttered open.
As Silas slowly emerged from the darkness, his body began to stir. His eyelids danced with fleeting moments of awareness, and his arms twitched with faint, erratic movements.
Sigsbee swiftly assumed command, his voice firm and reassuring. "Alright, let's keep him calm and comfortable. Aleesha, can you monitor his vitals? Elias, Ivo, let's give him some space, but stay close in case he needs us." He turned to the cyborgs. "Cirrus, give him some adrenaline. That might wake him up," he instructed. 
Cirrus swiftly retrieved a syringe, the contents promising a jolt of vitality. With a precise motion, Cirrus administered the adrenaline, injecting it into Silas's thigh.
The room was filled with excited, nervous energy as everyone stared at Silas, hoping to see some sign that he was improving. 
Every small movement Silas made – a twitch of his finger, a flicker of his eyelid – made everyone's heart skip a beat. They were all rooting for him, wanting him to wake up and be okay.
Silas's response to the adrenaline was immediate. His eyes, once dulled, now showed a flicker of consciousness. As the room collectively held its breath, Silas slowly but steadily began to regain control over his limbs, his movements becoming more deliberate, and he opened his eyes.
Aleesha, who had been by his side all along, couldn't contain her relief. "Silas, welcome back!" she exclaimed, her voice filled with joy and concern.
Ivo, Elias, and Sigsbee exchanged glances, their expressions transitioning from worry to cautious optimism. The atmosphere in the room shifted as if a weight had been lifted, and a renewed sense of hope settled in.
Sigsbee, always pragmatic, directed Cirrus to continue monitoring Silas closely. "Keep an eye on his vitals. We need to make sure he stabilizes," he ordered, recognizing the delicate nature of Silas's recovery.
As Silas continued to regain consciousness, he looked around, his eyes focusing on the faces of his concerned friends. "What happened?" he mumbled, his voice hoarse from the prolonged period of unconsciousness.
Elias stepped forward, offering a reassuring smile. "You had us worried there, buddy. But you're coming back to us."
"Silas, do you remember anything? " Sigsbee inquired, his tone gentle.
Silas furrowed his brow, attempting to piece together the fragments of his memory. "I... I'm not sure. Everything's a bit blurry. My father..." His words trailed off, a mix of confusion and discomfort clouding his expression.
“We know. All of us know,” Sigsbee commented before Silas could say anything else. “Akka confessed she had told you, and that’s why you left.” Sigsbee, recognizing the sensitive nature of the topic, intervened. "Take your time, Silas. We're just glad you're back with us. We can discuss everything when you're ready."
Sigsbee turned to the others. "Stay with Silas. I need to update the professors on his condition."
Elias, Ivo, and Aleesha nodded, settling in beside Silas's bed. Sigsbee exited the room, leaving them to keep a watchful eye on their friend.
As Sigsbee disappeared into the hallway, Elias wondered what would happen next. Would Silas get in trouble for what he had done? Or would the professors let it slide, considering everything he had been through?

      [image: image-placeholder]When he arrived at the professors’ meeting that was quickly set up in Akka’s quarters, Sigsbee said, “Silas is awake. He didn’t seem to remember what had happened, though.”
Akka looked relieved. “Thank heavens. We would have been decimated if something had happened to him.” Knowing who Silas’s father was, that was probably a correct assumption. 
Sigsbee sat down next to Figs. “We need to decide what to do with him. Should we punish him or is that out of the question because of his father?”
“We can’t punish him,” Hydrangea replied. “He only reacted to the knowledge of his father’s identity. Anyone would have done something drastic.”
“I agree,” Imogen nodded, resembling a slender nymph wearing a long white dress with fresh red, lilac, and blue seaweed twined around her long, braided hair. “But if you need a punishment for him, I can take him to help me feed the aquatic creatures. I would appreciate an extra hand.” 
“That sounds good,” Akka agreed. “It would be partly training and not a strict punishment.”
Figs nodded. “Yes, I would support that decision.”
Akka glanced around the room. “We can’t let his father’s identity become public knowledge. That would put Silas in grave danger. It has to stay between us.”
“Us and his friends who already know about his father’s identity,” Sigsbee commented.






  
  Chapter forty-five
  Penelope’s Next Assignment


As Penelope's numb fingers tingled back to life, a spark of hope ignited within her. Just 24 hours after Hydrangea's treatment, the gloves infused with the special concoction showed promising results. But Penelope's gaze drifted upward, her fingers tracing the edges of the half-mask that concealed her forehead. The real test of Hydrangea's remedy was only beginning - could it reverse the damage and restore her skin to its former radiance? 
As part of the assassin’s task, she had a shelf filled with bottles of poison, grubs, and bugs. All lethal or if not lethal, then they would give the victim a coma-like slumber. For the past weeks, she had practiced using the grubs as her weapon of choice in the Imperial Ball. She had thought they were the easiest to handle especially because her fingers were not as nimble as before. 
But now she could feel her fingers, and she decided to try the snakes, frogs, and spiders.  
She was invited to visit the emperor’s palace on Midros to perform in front of a few selected quests. That would be the day after tomorrow, and thus, she didn’t have much time to practice with new insects. 
Frowning, she considered if she should use poison instead. Then she had an idea. She could use colorful birds, some cuddly animals from the animal shelter, and her cat and dog in her performance. She had already befriended some smaller animals when she went to feed the animals at the shelters. Levels -1 and -2 of the Tower spaceship were reserved for exotic animals, birds, and other creatures.  
As she delved deeper into the intricacies of her covert plan, she envisioned turning the entire affair into a spectacle reminiscent of a circus, a performance where the ringmaster's flamboyant act would conceal her true intentions. Contemplating the means to carry out her sinister design, she settled on using poison, a subtle weapon that could be discreetly concealed within a ring. The choice was strategic; such a ring could easily adorn her gloved fingers without arousing suspicion.
However, as she charted the course of her deadly plot, a realization struck her: the extent of her mission remained unclear. Was she tasked with outright eliminating her targets, or was the objective to incapacitate them? Faced with this ambiguity, she resolved to come prepared for either scenario. The solution presented itself as "slumber slugs," easily transportable within the confines of her gloves. This calculated decision reflected the precise planning that underscored her every move.
The meticulousness extended to her choice of attire. She rifled through her wardrobe, initially considering the ringmaster's jacket worn at the Imperial Ball. Yet, a moment of second thought prompted her to opt for something different. A scarlet tuxedo jacket, a lace leotard, inky-black leggings, and shiny jet-black leather boots that ascended to her thighs were selected and laid out on her bed. The combination exuded an air of theatricality, an ensemble flashy enough to command attention and set the stage for her deadly performance.
Before the mirror, she admired the outfit's deliberate design. Scarlet hues danced with intricate lace, while black and leather accents added an air of mystery. The ensemble reflected her dual plan: captivating yet calculating, alluring yet lethal. As she smiled to herself, the mask of innocence slipped, revealing a mastermind adept at manipulation. A sinister plot was unfolding, a twisted spectacle of her creation, and she was the ringmaster, pulling the strings from behind the curtain.






  
  Chapter forty-six
  Hydrangea and Penelope


Just as Penelope had carefully selected her attire for the impending visit to Midros, the dulcet tones of Hydrangea's voice permeated through her chamber. "Penelope, could you come and open your door, please?" Startled, she hastened to open the door, only to be greeted by Hydrangea bearing a sizable plant cradled in her arms.  
With delicate care, Hydrangea entered and set the plant on the table, carefully positioning it to maintain the optimal level of moisture in the soil. "This is for you," she declared, prompting Penelope's curiosity to surge. 
Penelope gazed at it. What did it mean? Was this strange plant somehow connected to the secret mission she'd been given? Or was it linked to the weird sickness that had been plaguing her? "What is it? Why do you give it to me?"   
Hydrangea, settling into a chair, met her gaze with a steady look. "This plant extracts healing scents. I thought you'd benefit from having it around while we explore a more permanent solution to your illness. How are you feeling?"
"Much better, thank you for asking," Penelope replied, her fingers subtly moving. "I've regained some sensation in my fingers and fingertips. I haven't checked the condition of my skin under this mask yet."
Hydrangea's expression turned grave. "The fingers and their nerves are crucial. Losing them would jeopardize your career with the emperor. I apologize for not having more time to delve into your illness; that boy, Silas, was a significant distraction."
"Is Silas back and well?" Penelope inquired.
Yes, he's regained consciousness," Hydrangea affirmed. Her attention refocused on Penelope; she added, "I received a message that we're scheduled for another performance on Planet Midros the day after tomorrow. Have you considered your approach?"
"I have. I plan to use poison rings and incorporate a circus-like performance with colorful birds and small animals to divert attention away from me," Penelope disclosed.
"Good," Hydrangea nodded. "I also received a request to bring Violetta, our wraith, with us. The emperor seems to have a plan for her as well." 
They both wondered why Violetta had been chosen for the mission. After all, she had messed up big time at the Imperial Ball, getting poisoned and turning into a wraith. Was this her chance to redeem herself and prove she could still be a skilled assassin? Or was it a punishment, a way for the emperor to test her loyalty and skills? As a wraith, Violetta would be the perfect spy, but Penelope wasn't convinced the emperor was the forgiving type. Then again, he had given Aleesha a second chance after a harsh punishment...
“Do you know how many targets we will have?” Penelope asked.
"No, I haven't received any details about the event yet. I presume the emperor is still in the planning stages and hasn't confirmed the guest list," Hydrangea explained, absently brushing away some wilted flower petals that clung to her dress. Rising from her seat, she announced, "I should go and check up on Violetta and inform her about our upcoming performance."
As she moved toward the door, Hydrangea paused in front of Penelope, a thoughtful expression on her face. "Let me see your face." With a gentle touch, she reached for the half-mask obscuring Penelope's features and carefully removed it. Hydrangea's scrutiny shifted to Penelope's forehead as she examined it closely. "Aha, it's not spreading, but the skin is still bumpy and pulls your eyebrows together. I must find another solution to heal your skin and prevent the illness from advancing."
Hydrangea's brow furrowed in concern as she thought about Penelope's condition. "I'll redouble my efforts and create a new treatment that goes beyond anything I've tried before. The emperor's demands and other distractions have slowed me down, but your health takes priority. I won't rest until I find a solution."
Penelope smiled, grateful for Hydrangea's tireless efforts. "Thank you, Hydrangea. I have complete faith in your abilities."
Hydrangea offered a reassuring smile. "I'll do my best. In the meantime, keep the mask off for short periods to allow your skin to breathe. I'll be back shortly after checking on Violetta, and we can discuss our strategy for the upcoming performance."
As Hydrangea left Penelope’s quarters, Penelope was left alone to untangle the threads of her complicated situation. The mission loomed ahead. The weight of responsibility settled heavier upon her shoulders. The emperor required results and no failures. 







  
  Chapter forty-seven
  The Moon Facility’s Discovery Revealed  


Silas bided his time, patiently waiting until the professors had vacated the infirmary, leaving him alone with his friends. With a subtle turn of his head toward the cyborgs Cirrus and Cumulus, he requested, "Can you please leave us alone?" The two cyborgs gracefully bowed and exited the room without a sound. 
Once alone, Silas confronted his friends with a statement rather than a question, "You know who my father is." 
Elias, offering reassurance, clasped Silas's hand and said, "Yes, and don't worry. You will still be our friend regardless of who your father is."
Ivo interjected, "Did you ever see the emperor visit you when you were a child?"
Silas affirmed, "Yes, I saw him. Those memories didn't come back to me until I saw him in the tree trunk. He used to come every year. Strangely, I never recalled those encounters; I just assumed he was a doctor's colleague. He never spoke to me, and the doctor never mentioned anything about him."
A contemplative, heavy silence settled over the room.
Breaking the silence, Silas turned to Aleesha. "Have you informed them about what we witnessed in the moon facility?"
Aleesha shook her head. "No, I didn't have the opportunity. And then you disappeared. I was hoping you'd share the details upon your return, but you were unconscious." 
Elias and Ivo turned their widened eyes on Silas. 
“What did you find there? Is it something important? Did you see the prisoners?”  Elias asked a series of questions.
“Aleesha and I went there after the Imperial Ball,” Silas confirmed. “He glanced at Aleesha. “Could you tell them? My throat is still hoarse.” He reached out to grab a glass of water and drank it while Aleesha started to tell how they went through the portal and explored the empty research facility. 
Aleesha nodded. “We tried to look for his relatives and yours, Elias.”
“Did you see them? Or find information about them?” Elias asked.
“No, we didn’t find anything about the relatives or other prisoners, but we found one of your old acquaintances,” Aleesha said, turning her eyes to Silas. 
“Florin Kalmar,” Silas commented.
“Florin! We haven’t had time to think about him since we saw him imprisoned with that horrible spider downstairs,” Ivo replied facing Elias. “We promised him to try to help the rebels on Earth if we can.”
“There hasn’t been anything we could have done. We left the Earth almost immediately after speaking to Florin.” Elias replied quietly, his face looking stern. “We’ve been busy learning new skills while traveling across the galaxy.”
“How was Florin?” Ivo asked. 
“Akka had experimented with him. He had tentacles attached to his body, and they were rotting. The smell was awful,” Aleesha replied, looking visibly sick when she recalled the prisoner. “She had also replaced one of his eyes with a prism-looking one.” 
“Sounds horrible.” Elias glimpsed Silas. “Did Florin have any other news for us?”
“Yes, he gave us the spy-eye Penelope had given him. I hid it in my room,” Silas replied. 
Elias glanced sideways at Ivo and said, “We have to get it and show it to Penelope. She can extract the images. There might be something important.” 
Ivo nodded. “You should rest now, Silas. We’ll go to your room and get the spy-eye. Can you tell where you hid it?”
“It’s inside my pillowcase. I thought Akka would not go to my bed if she ever went to search my quarters,” Silas replied, grinning. 
“Great! We’ll go to your room first and then look for Penelope. We’ll come back when we have unloaded the spy-eye,” Elias promised, and he left with Ivo, leaving Aleesha and Silas alone in the infirmary room.







  
  Chapter forty-eight
  The Spy-Eye’s Images


Ivo and Elias headed to Silas’s quarters, and Elias grabbed the spy-eye where Silas said he had hidden it and left his room to find Penelope.  
Penelope was in her quarters. Hydrangea had just left, so the guys timed their entrance perfectly. “Come in,” she said, pulling the morning robe tighter around her slim body. “I didn’t have time to get dressed yet. Hydrangea informed me that we’ll be performing at the emperor’s palace soon, and I had to select my outfit for the event.” She avoided mentioning that it wasn’t just a simple circus act with birds and other animals but an assassination task. 
“We were just with Silas and Aleesha at the infirmary,” Elias started while sitting down. 
“Is he recovering well?” Penelope asked. 
“Yes, he is fine, and he remembers his father, who we are not allowed to mention,” Ivo commented. He sat beside Elias on the couch, and Penelope chose the chair across the table. 
Penelope nodded. “Yes, I can imagine how difficult it must be for him being a clone and not knowing for sure who his father was until now.” She crossed her hands in her lap, and her eyes darted from Ivo to Elias. “What’s going on? You both look serious, but you told me Silas is fine.”
“Yes, he’s fine,” Elias confirmed. “It’s not that.” His eyes darted around, and then he whispered, “Do you think this room is secure? No extra spy-eyes spying on us?”
“Yes, they love me. If anyone gets here or is attached to my clothes, they don’t want to leave. I keep them in the glass terrarium over there.” She pointed to the left, where Ivo could see a terrarium with ten spy-eyes crawling over each other. 
“Just to be sure, could we cover that, so they won’t see what we are doing?” Elias asked. 
Penelope stood up, covered the terrarium with a shawl, and then returned to sit. “Tell me what’s going on? What is all this secrecy?”
Elias pulled out the spy-eye Silas had received from the moon facility, “Silas and Aleesha visited the moon facility through the portal, and they met Florin Kalmar who gave them this spy-eye back.” 
“Oh! We must see what’s in it!” Penelope stood up and went to her desk to view the images. “I can project them to the wall over there,” she added. “How is Florin? I know we promised to help him and his rebels on Earth, but I’ve been so busy I haven’t had any chance to even think about that.”
“He’s not doing well. Silas said that Akka had experimented with him and attached tentacles on his back and changed one of his eyes to something else,” Ivo replied.
Penelope shivered. “She’s so cruel. She seems to have no emotions or empathy toward other people.” She moved the spy-eye to the center of the tabletop and then whispered to the little creature, “Can you please show your images.” She displayed its images on the widescreen on the wall for Elias and Ivo to see.
“Can you go slower?” Elias asked. “I think he’s being transported to the moon facility in the first images. Two guards are dragging him through a series of hallways. And I can see other prisoners!” 
“Do you want to study the faces of the prisoners longer? I can pause the flow?” Penelope asked. 
“No, just let them come. There’s no explanation for these, and we can only see what the spy-eye saw,” Elias replied. Concentrating on the prisoners, he studied their faces as they went by. “I can recognize some of the Earth’s authorities. I think I saw a Secretary of State there,” he commented, pointing at one cell. “And that next one could be the Prime Minister of the Great Britain.” Elias glimpsed Ivo and added, “I think this is the outer prison area in the Citadel where they keep the valuable prisoners so that the Earth’s rebels can’t shoot down the Citadel if they want to keep the prisoners alive. They will die first if they shoot any missiles or rockets toward the Citadel.”
Elias kept watching until he recognized someone. “Stop now! Please go back to the previous image.” 
Penelope did as he had asked.
“I think that’s my father,” Elias said quietly. “He’s still alive.” A tear fell down his cheek. “I wasn’t sure if he was alive or not. Now, I know.” He went to the wall and touched his father’s image. “I will find a way to rescue you. I promise.” He studied the familiar figure for a while and added, “He looks almost the same as when I saw him last. He has lost some weight, and his eyes look sunken, but otherwise, I can see the same feisty spirit in his eyes as he stares at the guards.” 
“We don’t know how long ago these images were taken. It could have been right after we left the Earth. I think the guards came to pick up the prisoners from the Tower’s prison cells when we almost got caught down there. We didn’t see any previous images, so these images have to be recorded when Florin was transported from the Tower.” 
Penelope nodded. “Yes, I think you’re right. The spy-eye records things as it sees them.”
 
Ivo, Elias, and Penelope continued scrutinizing the images displayed before them. It was difficult to follow the movements of the spy-eye because it was hiding somewhere in Florin Kalmar’s body, and it didn’t always give the best view of where it was and what was around it. 
“Interestingly, Akka didn’t find the spy eye,” Ivo commented, glimpsing Penelope. 
She grinned. “Remember how I got this little one? Akka didn’t want it back and said it was a traitor, so I bet this little fellow decided to hide from her so she would never lay her eyes on it. These spy-eyes are excellent in hiding.”
As the spy-eye rested on the table, it seemed to express a palpable fondness for Penelope, endearingly fluttering its long eyelashes. Penelope reciprocated the sentiment, patting the creature gently and commending its excellent performance. "Stay there, little one. You've done an excellent job," she remarked with a smile.
Intrigued by the peculiar spectacle, Ivo couldn't help but voice his curiosity about the nature of the creature. “Is that a real living creature?”   
“I think it is. It has feelings and intelligence, and it can obey commands. I think Akka has acquired them from some other planet and then decided to breed them to use in her intelligence services,” Penelope replied. “I’ve never asked professors if they know where these little creatures come from.” 
“We need to study these images thoroughly later,” Elias said. “I think we can figure out the hallways and where the important prisoners like the political leaders and monarchs are held inside the Citadel’s prison area.” He turned to face Penelope and added, “That information could be useful for the rebels on Earth.” Glimpsing Ivo, he said, “I know the Earth is not the top priority for you because it is not your home planet, but ours, and I think I want to do whatever I can to help them get rid of the emperor’s dictatorship.”
Ivo, moved by Elias's words, placed a comforting hand on Elias's shoulder. "You're like a brother to me, Elias. I would go to great lengths to aid you in rescuing your father and all the prisoners within the Citadel. I share your abhorrence for this dictatorship, and I doubt you'd find many citizens or residents, whether in this galaxy or the next, willing to help you.”
The distinct echo of footsteps reverberated through the corridor, alerting Penelope to an imminent visitor. Reacting swiftly, she snatched the spy-eye and carefully concealed it within the capacious pocket of her morning robe. The images revealing secretive glimpses captured by the spy-eye dissipated instantaneously. This timely action proved fortuitous, for just as the images vanished, Hydrangea materialized at the entrance to Penelope's quarters.
Hydrangea's appearance hinted at a tumultuous moment before her arrival. She was even more agitated now than when she had left Penelope earlier that day. Her demeanor was slightly marred, evidenced by disheveled strands of hair escaping the confines of her usual coiffure. Her once pristine blue flowery chiffon dress now bore wrinkles, betraying signs of recent agitation. The flowering vines adorning her hair seemed to mirror her disarray, with some threads sprouting haphazardly and certain blossoms displaying the frailty of wilting petals juxtaposed against others in the process of vibrant budding. The scene painted a picture of Hydrangea in a state of flux, caught between the ebb and flow of time, emotions, or perhaps both. “Penelope…” she started and then realized they were not alone. “And Ivo and Elias.” 
The boys stood up. 
Elias gave a quick explanation. “We were just updating Penelope about Silas’s condition, which is fine. We’ll leave you two now.” 
The boys headed out whilst Penelope latched her eyes on Hydrangea. 

      [image: image-placeholder]After the door closed, Hydrangea turned to face Penelope. “About the next performance at the palace. I know now more. I received an encrypted message from the emperor while checking at Violetta. She’s doing fine by the way.” 
“Okay, so what are the orders this time?” Penelope asked, looking resolved, and sat down on the chair whilst Hydrangea went to sit on the couch the boys had left free. “We will have several targets in the party the emperor is giving, but we only have to kill one or two. Thus, it seems we can choose the easiest targets at the party,” Hydrangea replied. “I will receive the images of the targets just before the party. There could be cancellations, so it’s a good idea that there are other candidates, too. We are not limited to how we use our skills. You can pick up whatever creature you like,” Hydrangea added fluffing her hairdo. Some of the dried petals fell onto the couch while she did that. 
“I already picked out my ringmaster outfit. It’s on the bed.” She gestured at the bed, and Hydrangea glimpsed there and nodded. “Very good. A colorful choice will keep the audience's eyes on you and not what you do with your hands.” 
“I also plan to take my cat and my dog with me, and some colorful birds from the animal shelters. I will make it a trick show where the animals can jump or fly through the rings. Or they can ride on each other’s backs,” Penelope explained excitedly. 
“Are you sure you can do a performance like that? It will require a lot of training. How do you think you will get the birds and the animals to do as you ask?” Hydrangea asked, frowning.  “I don’t want to ruin our chances because a bird or an animal runs away in the middle of the performance.”
“They won’t do that. They will obey me.” Penelope’s voice was assertive. She lifted her chin and looked stubborn, staring at her teacher. 
Hydrangea knew her skills with animals and shrugged. “If you say so. It better work out well. We don’t have a second chance to redo the kills.”
“I know that.” Penelope crossed her arms in front of her. “What about Violetta? What is her task at the party?”
Hydrangea’s eyes looked worried when she replied, “That’s a tricky one. The emperor wants her to spy secretively on the arriving envoys, listening to their discussions and then reporting back to him. Violetta has never done that before, so that’s challenging. As a wraith, she can pass through the walls and be invisible to the visitors. She will be like a shadow among shadows. It will be the first time she’ll try her new skills as a wraith.”
“Yes, I recall her describing her vision, that she can see through the walls. It might be difficult for her to identify where she is and where she should be if she can’t use the rooms and hallways like she’s used to as a human. What if she enters an area where she’s not supposed to be,” Penelope wondered. 
Hydrangea paled. “We just have to give her strict orders about where to go, who to find, and who to listen to and then return the same way. She can’t do any excursions in the palace. We would all be in big trouble.” She stood up and said, “I’ll leave you now to practice with your animal show. I will study more about your disease and figure out what to do and how to cure it. I’m sure there’s a cure for it.” With those words, she headed back to the door and left.

      [image: image-placeholder]Penelope stayed behind, deep in thought. 
While Penelope currently found herself reluctantly entangled in the grim assignment of carrying out assassinations on behalf of Emperor Inimicus, she harbored no intention of allowing this dark path to become a permanent fixture in her life. For the time being, her participation in these killings was a compulsory aspect of her enrollment in the Tower training, a scheme Emperor Inimicus utilized to exploit the students and their access to research resources.
In the recesses of her mind, Penelope held onto a sliver of hope of redirecting her skills toward a more positive and humane cause in the future. Her aspirations, previously filled with dreams of establishing an animal shelter or becoming an animal trainer, now appeared distant and elusive. She realized that pursuing these dreams would be postponed until Hydrangea healed her. 
The uncertainty of whether Hydrangea could cook up a solution fueled her anxieties. 
Penelope grappled with the daunting prospect of irreversible damage occurring within her body if a remedy was not promptly found. 
Could I fly back to Earth and try to find the medicine there? That would be a choice, she thought, but it wouldn’t happen in the near future, and thus, the damage the disease did to my body would be permanent by the time I would be free to travel. The idea of returning to Earth to seek a cure still lingered in her mind, but the logistical complexities and the constraint of time rendered it impractical.  
Sighing, she took out the little spy-eye from her pocket and asked, “Are you hungry or thirsty?”
The spy-eye chattered eagerly and Penelope interpreted that as a yes. She had given the other spy-eyes water and some sprouts, and they seemed to like that diet. So, that’s what this one would get, too, she decided. Knowing that she couldn’t place this spy-eye with the others because they all looked alike, and this one still had important images to view and download, she kept it in her pocket while she dressed in her blue uniform and left the palace outfit on the bed. She thought the birds were the first ones to grab from the animal shelters so that their training would be completed. And that’s where she headed next.






  
  Chapter forty-nine
Getting Ready for The Emperor’s Party


It was time for the new show for the emperor at his palace on Planet Midros. Penelope woke up early. Today was the day, she thought. She removed her half mask and left it on the table so that her skin would breathe for a while before taking the shower. She followed Hydrangea’s instructions meticulously, wanting her skin to heal and look perfect again. After the shower, she dressed in her ringmaster jacket, leggings, and boots. She pulled long gloves on so she wouldn’t touch any poisonous bugs with bare hands. These gloves had a special kind of fingertips and nails painted on them, so she could use them to carry the bugs in her fingertips and release them when needed.  
After departing from her quarters, Penelope left behind her faithful companions—a cat and a chihuahua—to patiently await her return. Her destination was the animal shelter area, where she intended to procure a captivating ensemble of colorful birds for an upcoming performance. Upon arrival, she carefully assessed the birds, selecting those with a remarkable aptitude for following her commands.
Contemplating the forthcoming show, she decided that four birds would suffice. She opted for a diverse array of green, red, and two adorned with a mesmerizing variety of colors. Despite their resemblance to parrots, she was well aware that these avian performers hailed from a distant planet, having been curated by the spaceship's collection of novel species.
Recognizing the importance of keeping the audience engaged during her act, she pondered the strategic placement of her actions. With their vibrant plumage, the birds would undoubtedly capture attention, providing the perfect diversion for the subtle administration of the slumber bug to the chosen target. Grateful for the flexibility in selecting her victim, she acknowledged the ease of choosing from multiple potential targets rather than fixating on a single individual.
Amid her thoughts, a momentary consideration for Violetta crossed her mind. Could she handle the responsibilities, or was she still acclimating to her altered existence? Violetta must demonstrate her newfound usefulness if she wishes to stay within the spaceship’s confines.
Returning to her quarters, she carefully arranged the chosen birds in a separate carry-on box, ensuring their comfort. Her cat and dog, surprisingly cooperative today, were settled into another container. Next, she turned her attention to the essential component of her plan: the slumber bugs. 
Her scrutinizing gaze swept across the assortment of bottles lining the shelves within her cabinet, each containing a diverse array of mysterious concoctions and bugs, snails, snakes, and ants. Amidst the collection, tiny bugs found their dwelling, confined within the glass confines. In her quest, she sought not lethal varieties but those inducing a deep slumber. She selected a dark round bottle and raised it to the light, revealing its contents—many tiny grubs squirming within. Evaluating them discerningly, she murmured, "You will do; your bite shall induce a death slumber."
Removing the glove from her left hand, she gingerly uncorked the bottle and extracted one of the tiny grubs. Instantly, it nestled into the warmth of her palm, seemingly unperturbed by her touch. Curiously, these bugs exhibited an unusual docility in her presence, almost as if they could sense the ailment that afflicted her. With deliberate care, she shook the grub towards her nails, seamlessly slipping the glove back on. The false nails of her gloves ensured that she could effortlessly open the nail and release the grub at her discretion.
And thus, she was ready for the second performance in front of the emperor. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Violetta had returned from the infirmary to her old spacecraft room. However, being alone there was not easy. She could see through the walls, and she didn’t need to open the door; she just floated through it. 
Violetta grappled with the weight of her impending duty, fully aware that as a wraith, navigating this spectral existence posed unexpected challenges. The ethereal nature of her form denied her the simple pleasures she once took for granted—no longer could she savor the taste of food or revel in the tactile experience of touching both objects and people. Violetta drifted listlessly, her ethereal form gliding through solid objects as if they were air. She felt like a ghost trapped in a never-ending nightmare. The frustration and sadness swirled inside her, but her new wraith form had stolen her ability to cry, leaving her emotions bottled up with no escape.
As she contemplated the limitations of her new existence, her thoughts turned to the task at hand within the palace. The emperor had assigned her the covert mission of spying on the arriving envoys, eavesdropping on their confidential discussions, and subsequently relaying the gathered intelligence to him. This venture into espionage posed a novel challenge for Violetta, who had never engaged in such activities before.
Embracing her wraith-like capabilities, she envisioned herself passing through solid walls and becoming invisible to the unsuspecting visitors—transforming into a mere shadow among shadows. The emperor's command required her to employ these newfound skills in a real-world scenario, a prospect that intrigued and daunted her. It marked the maiden voyage of her spectral abilities in practical use, and the gravity of the task at hand stirred a mixture of apprehension and anticipation within her wraith-like essence.






  
  Chapter fifty
  Hydrangea and Sigsbee


Hydrangea, seeking an early meeting with Sigsbee, entered his office looking visibly fatigued, adorned with black circles under her eyes, and her usually unkempt hair even more disheveled than usual. She wore the same dress as the previous day, a clear indication of the demands she was facing. 
Upon her arrival, Sigsbee, wearing his black uniform and looking impeccable, rose from his seat, escorting her to sit down with a concerned expression. "You don't look well, Hydrangea. What's going on?"
As she shook her head, dead and dried petals fell from her hair, a poignant visual representation of her distress. "Oh, just the stress of going to the emperor's palace today," she sighed, voicing her concerns about Violetta's readiness for the challenging task assigned so soon after her transformation into a wraith. "I'm not sure if Violetta will be up to her task. It's too soon after her transformation into the wraith. She's not ready. I don't worry about Penelope. She's always ready and does her work exceptionally well."
In response to Hydrangea's somber mood, Sigsbee took charge, ordering two cups of hot tea from a nearby food and drink machine. Once the cups were ready, he placed them on the table and fetched some cookies, well aware that Hydrangea found solace in sweets during such moments. Settling back next to her, he watched as she grabbed a large cookie and began to chew.
Concerned about her mood and well-being, Sigsbee cautiously inquired, "Is there anything I can do to help?"
"Maybe yes. Could you come to the palace to supervise Violetta? I will have enough to do to help Penelope go through the show all by herself and do her job," Hydrangea implored, turning her pleading gaze toward Sigsbee.
Frowning, Sigsbee questioned, "What is her job this time? Another assassination?"
"No, it's not a murder this time. She will have to use the slumber bug on one of the guests. The emperor has given me a list of potential targets, and we only need to choose one," explained Hydrangea, taking another bite of her cookie. "The task is not too difficult for Penelope. She can do it. However, she must also perform her circus act with her birds and animals to distract the audience. I could help her by creating magnificent and huge flowers to add more visual effects to her show."
"Sure, I can come. Let me inform my students that I'll be away today, and Figs can help them if they need any assistance or supervision," Sigsbee assured, reaching for his wrist communicator to coordinate the logistics. Figs promptly agreed to supervise Sigsbee's students, even expressing enthusiasm about the opportunity. "I can ask the students to help me create a new show about the planets for the next class. They will learn more about different planets in this galaxy when they are hands-on creating the displays," Figs suggested.
"Great! That sounds good," Sigsbee remarked, concluding the call and turning to Hydrangea. "It's set then. I will go with you, and Figs will keep my students busy today."
“Thank you,” Hydrangea replied. “I owe you one.” She bit her cookie and added, “About Violetta, you will have a hard time following her and keeping an eye on her. She’s more like a shadow than a ghost. You won’t be able to see her if she stands in a dark corner, but if she moves in a light, you will see a shadow of her passing through the lit area. That’s what she won’t understand. She can be seen in certain conditions. Her task at the emperor’s palace requires complete discreetness. She’s supposed to spy on the envoys arriving, listen to their discussions, and then report to the emperor. I want you to be the middleman between her and the emperor. Also, if you can arrange for her to be in the room where the envoys wait, that would be helpful.”
“Sure, I’ll do what I can. I better go and speak with Violetta before we leave for the palace. She needs to know that I’m on her side.” Sigsbee sipped his tea slowly, not wanting to burn his mouth.
“Thank you.” Hydrangea stood up and brushed the cookie crumbs from her hem to the floor. “I’ll have to go and change my dress. I can’t go there looking like this,” she commented, glancing down at her hem. “My flowers are not fresh, and my dress is wrinkled.”
“I’ll see you then at the shuffle deck when we leave. Let’s say in two hours?” Sigsbee asked.
“Yes, that will give me enough time to get ready, and you’ll have your chance to talk to Violetta,” Hydrangea replied, smiling. She rushed away, leaving Sigsbee in his quarters.






  
  Chapter fifty-one
Violetta and SIgsbee


After Hydrangea left, Sigsbee took a moment to gather his thoughts. He knew that dealing with a freshly transformed wraith presented a unique set of challenges, especially considering they had not had anyone like her before on board the ship. Also, her task in the palace was a delicate one. How can I help her? He pondered. Maybe I must tell her who to listen to and where the envoys are. Resolute, he finished his tea and headed toward the infirmary where Violetta still was.  
Upon reaching the designated area, he found Violetta lying on the bed, her presence barely discernible in the dim light. "Violetta," Sigsbee spoke softly, careful not to startle her. As she turned toward him, her shadowy form became visible in the ambient light. "Hydrangea is concerned about your assignment at the emperor's palace. I'll be accompanying you to provide support."
Sigsbee couldn’t discern Violetta’s emotions on her face, which was transparent like a shadow. 
"Why?" she asked, her voice a faint whisper mixed with curiosity and sadness.
"Because you're not alone in this, and we want to ensure you succeed," Sigsbee explained, choosing his words carefully. "I'll be the intermediary between you and the emperor, ensuring your observations reach him discreetly."
Violetta nodded, seeming to understand. "Thank you," she uttered.
As Sigsbee began to discuss the details of the mission and their departure for the palace, he noted Violetta's attentiveness and the way she subtly moved between the light and the shadows. Her newly acquired abilities intrigued him, and he realized the delicate balance they needed to strike in supporting her without compromising the secrecy of her presence.
With their conversation concluded, Sigsbee excused himself to make final arrangements for his absence with Figs. Meanwhile, Hydrangea rushed to her quarters to change into a fresh dress and gather herself for the impending visit to the emperor's palace.






  
  Chapter fifty-two
On Their Way to the Palace


Two hours later, at the shuffle deck, Sigsbee and Hydrangea were reunited.  
Hydrangea, now in a pristine yellow chiffon dress with fresh flowers adorning her hair, looked more composed than earlier. Sigsbee, ever the composed and impeccably dressed officer, nodded at her. "Are you ready?"
"As ready as I'll ever be," Hydrangea asserted, her eyes reflecting determination. As the distant echoes of approaching footsteps reached their ears, she pivoted to find Penelope joining them. Penelope carried containers holding an array of birds and some other alien animals resembling squirrels and rats, accompanied by her cat and dog. 
“Let me assist you.” Sigsbee stepped forward, extending a helping hand. Swiftly, he gathered the containers and stowed them within the waiting shuttle, patiently waiting for Penelope and Hydrangea to embark. A glance toward the wall revealed Violetta concealed in the shadows, prompting a subtle gesture inviting her to join. Effortlessly, she glided toward them, ethereal as a ghost, hovered momentarily and seamlessly traversed the shuttle's wall.
Observing the peculiar scene, Sigsbee raised an eyebrow and mused, "I suppose everyone's on board." With a composed demeanor, he boarded the shuttle, secured the airlock door behind him, and inquired, "Are we ready?"
"Absolutely," Hydrangea affirmed. "We have to finalize the show upon reaching the palace. The space where the party will be is unknown, and the number of visitors is uncertain, so we might need to adapt a part of Penelope's act." She glimpsed Penelope, who nodded. “Yes, I would like to see the room where I will have to perform. It would simplify the job for me.”
Inside the shuttle, the passengers readied themselves for the flight ahead, each harboring their responsibilities ahead. None of them wished to let down the emperor, so everything had to unfold flawlessly according to the plan.
Anticipation filled the air as everyone contemplated the upcoming events within the palace. Hydrangea, her lacy collar betraying her nerves, anxiously fidgeted. Some flowers in her hairdo shed their petals, reacting to her mood. She fretted that the assassinations might not proceed smoothly, marking the second occasion of imperfection. During the ball, Penelope came to the rescue, using slumber bugs to target the visitors. This time, Violetta had her own responsibilities at the palace, and Hydrangea doubted her focus on the task.
The shuttle's engines hummed to life. 
Just as Sigsbee was on the verge of initiating the shuttle's forward motion and unlocking the entrance to space, he received a communication from Imogen on his communicator. “Please wait. You’ll have one more passenger to join you. We got a new order from the emperor. He wants to meet this student.”
Sigsbee turned off the engines and opened the door to the shuttle. After a few minutes, he saw Imogen in her white dress with large red flowers cascading down her hair entering the launch area. Following her was a young boy. As Sigsbee stared at him, he recalled who this one was. It was the same one who had been injured during the drone attack on Earth. However, he couldn’t recall his name. Imogen had kept him at her level, and the student had hardly ever come from that level to the other parts of the spaceship. 
Imogen stopped by the shuttle and placed her arm around the boy’s shoulders. He wore a white uniform, which meant he was Akka’s student. The boy was around ten years old and had straight, coarse, black hair, an oval face, thin lips, golden-brown skin on the left side of his face, and one dark brown eye. His right eye was covered with a black patch. 
Imogen introduced the student, “This is Milo.” 
Sigsbee recalled the moment the drone had hit Tower, and a part of the spacecraft’s wall had injured this boy in his right arm where a black piece of the wall protruded from it. The blackness of the spaceship’s structure had assimilated with the boy’s body, and a shiny black coating spread from the injured arm. His right side was completely black, he had lost his hair, and he looked as if a black claw had clutched his scalp, leaving a handprint on his face and the top of his head.  
“Why does the emperor want to meet him?” Sigsbee asked. He knew it was never a good sign if the emperor was interested in any of their students. The emperor would want something from this boy. 
“Because his right eye has thermal imaging. He can see through the walls. He also has the ability to detect if a person or a creature is alive or dead.” Imogen shrugged and added, “As no one else has this quality, Emperor Inimicus was interested in testing his abilities. I believe he has arranged a room with dead and alive bodies to see how well Milo can find the living ones.” She hesitated before adding, “He also has other fascinating abilities, but we can talk about those later.”
Hydrangea reached out to greet Imogen and Milo. “Milo, please, come inside. We were just about to leave.”
Milo nodded, climbed inside the shuffle, sat down, and buckled to the seat next to Hydrangea. 
Sigsbee sealed the shuttle's door and patiently waited for Imogen to leave the vicinity before reigniting the engines. This time, without interruptions, he swiftly propelled the shuttle into space as soon as the guidance system was prepared, and the engines roared into life.
Hydrangea turned to face Milo. “What other abilities do you have?”
He shrugged, keeping his eyes down. 
“We are all different. You don’t have to be afraid of us,” Penelope added. “Look at my friend Violetta here. You probably didn’t even notice her. She’s a wraith now.”
Milo turned his head toward Violetta’s seat and then reached out to grab her hand. “I can see you.” While he touched her, Violetta’s body became visible, starting from the wrist Milo touched. The visibility advanced from the arm to her face, revealing a sad-looking girl with a tear-striped face. 
“Violetta! “We can all see you now,” Hydrangea gasped. 
When Milo removed his hand, Violetta faded into the shadows again. 
“Milo, you’re a miracle maker,” Hydrangea commented staring at Violetta. “I never thought I would see Violetta’s face again.”






  
  Chapter fifty-three
  The Emperor’s Palace


“Hold on tight. The turbulence will be hard near the landing area. As you might know, the emperor does not like anyone to land near the palace, so he has ordered us to land on a strip near the beach. It’s just a short walk to the palace,” Sigsbee informed the other shuttle passengers as he started the landing procedures. When observed from an aerial perspective, the palace presented itself as an expansive complex. Adorned with towers and turrets and interconnected by numerous bridges, it formed a grand architectural ensemble that dominated the cityscape of Midros. 
As he had promised, the trip to the palace entrance was short and took only a few minutes. When the group arrived at the golden gates of the palace, the soldiers in black uniforms stopped them. “State your business,” shouted one of them, maintaining their aim with guns directed at the approaching group. 
Sigsbee lifted his hands in the air. “We are invited here by the emperor. We are the professors and students from the Tower spaceship.”
When the soldiers heard it, they returned to their normal guarding position, and the one who had spoken earlier gestured to the group to move forward. “Please, enter the palace. The emperor is waiting for you in the throne room.
Sigsbee nodded and walked ahead; the others followed him closely. None of them wanted to be left behind. Violetta floated after Milo and her presence got the most curious looks, as the guards couldn’t see her, just a shadow passing by the gates.
As the group enters the palace courtyard, they are greeted by a vast expanse of meticulously manicured gardens adorned with vibrant flowers and statues. The courtyard is surrounded by imposing walls intricately carved with ornate patterns and lined with tall, decorative pillars. A central fountain depicting mythical figures sprouted shimmering sand instead of water. 
“Oh, it’s beautiful,” Penelope sighed and leaned closer to touch the sand that sparkled like tiny crystals in her hand. 
“Yes, that’s the specialty sand from planet Tribus,” Hydrangea commented. 
Sigsbee looked anxious. “We should hurry inside. The emperor is waiting for us,” he reminded the students who admired the garden's beauty and the statues. 
Upon stepping inside the palace, the group is welcomed by a grand foyer. The entrance hall is adorned with opulent chandeliers hanging from a high ceiling, casting a warm glow over richly detailed tapestries that line the walls. 
“This looks more like a castle in Europe than I had expected to see,” Penelope commented. 
“Yes, I think you can see that the buildings and the decorations are similar to what humans had on Earth,” Hydrangea replied. 
The polished marble floor reflects the grandeur of the surroundings. Elaborate archways lead to various wings of the palace. 
A servant welcomed them, saying, "Please, come this way." Adorned in a golden jacket and a black vest, he sported a ruffled white shirt, black knee-length pants, socks, and gloves.
As they ventured deeper into the palace, the group marveled at the stunning artwork, ornate furnishings, and vibrant tapestries that wove tales of the kingdom's rich history. 
However, Penelope's keen eye detected a glaring omission: no portraits or statues of the royal families who had ruled the kingdom before the emperor's ascension. It dawned on her that the emperor had systematically erased all visual reminders of the previous royal lineage from the castle walls. A pang of sadness touched her heart as she realized she would never get to see images of Ivo's ancestors, a connection to his heritage that had been deliberately destroyed. 
When they continued their journey toward the throne room, the corridors were embellished with detailed golden murals, and the air carried a subtle flowery fragrance. 
Penelope glanced outside as they passed a tall window with a majestic view overlooking the palace, courtyard, and gardens.  She slowed down to admire the view better, but Hydrangea grabbed her by the arm and pulled her away from the window. “The windows have alarms, and if you lean or touch the windowsill or the sides of the window or even stand ahead of it for a long time, it will alert the palace guards. Better keep moving.”
Nodding, Penelope followed Hydrangea and the others to the throne room. 






  
  Chapter fifty-four
  The Emperor’s Throne Room


Inimicus sat on his golden throne at the other end of an opulent throne room. His dark plum-colored silk tunic was regal, with the ornate decorations of the silver wolves and serpents, and he wore straight black pants.  
As the servant made his presence known at the doorway, his announcement echoed through the opulent chamber, "The professors and the students from Tower are here, sir." The emperor shifted his attention toward the entrance.
Emperor Inimicus's eyes, weathered and bearing the weight of countless experiences, reflected a life marred by violence and hardship. His narrow face wore visible creases and scars, a testament to his trials. He exuded an air of cunning, the kind of person who might effortlessly relieve you of your wallet, leaving you none the wiser if you were to shake his hand. He had a bald head and a small soul patch on his chin. His scarred face and neck hinted at a history of battles, each mark telling a tale.
The emperor's gaze, sharp and penetrating like that of a fox, bore into individuals as though they were the sole focus of his attention in the entire room. It created an aura of intensity, leaving those in his presence acutely aware of the weight of his scrutiny. 
“There you are,” he said, his eyes veering from one to the other, lingering on Milo and the wraith. “Interesting,” he muttered. “I can barely see you.” His words were aimed at Violetta, who seemed to fade behind the shadows of the others. She didn’t like to be noted as being almost invisible.
His eyes stopped at Milo. “You are the last one I asked to join.” 
Milo bowed his head. 
"I have a task for you in the lower level of this palace. One of my guards will guide you there," Emperor Inimicus informed him, turning his head to signal the guard positioned by the adjacent door. "This way, please," the guard directed Milo, who followed in his footsteps. The remaining group members watched intently as Milo's figure receded into the distance until he was no longer visible.
Emperor Inimicus shifted his focus to Violetta, expressing his interest, "I will be intrigued to assess your skills in monitoring our visitors tonight." Violetta remained silent, her presence almost fading as she positioned herself behind Sigsbee.
Hydrangea, ever the diplomat, interjected, "We propose that Sigsbee assists Violetta in acclimating to the palace if that aligns with your wishes, my emperor."
Sigsbee added, “Yes, I’ve been here before and know many of the ambassadors and visitors, so it will help her find the most interesting groups and discussions.” He stared directly at the emperor, whose eyes were now on his tall figure. 
They had been old acquaintances since the coup d’etat and when the emperor transformed the university and moved the professors into the spaceship Tower.
"Fine," responded the emperor, his gaze moving from Hydrangea to Sigsbee, finally settling on Penelope. "I hope you are all prepared for the spectacle tonight."
"Indeed, we are," Hydrangea promptly affirmed. "We've received a list, and we'll select the target from that list."
"Excellent," Emperor Inimicus commented, his approval evident. "My servant will guide you to the large dance room, where you can prepare and practice before the visitors arrive."
A servant promptly appeared by their side, ushering them away from the throne room to embark on their preparations for the upcoming event. 






  
  Chapter fifty-five
Milo’s Task in the Palace


Milo was taken into the dungeons below the palace. The stairway was old made of limestone, and it descended three floors underground. The lit torches showed a flickering light on the stairs as they descended. Milo removed the eyepatch that covered his injured eye. With his right eye, he saw the movements of the fire as living sources with colors of darker red and oranges, whereas everything else faded into grey in his vision. He covered his altered eye with his eye patch again and used his normal eye to follow the guard safely downstairs. He soon realized that the lower level the emperor had mentioned meant dungeons. The air got colder and moist as they descended. The walls had droplets of water with some moss on the bottom level.  
The air in the dungeon hung heavy with a damp, musty scent, as if the very stone walls exuded a sense of decay. The guard stopped and pointed ahead. “Go that way. I will wait for you here.”
Milo looked puzzled. “What am I supposed to do?”
“Find out if anyone is alive there.” The guard stood in position by the stairway and waited for 
Milo to go on with his task.
Milo’s eyes followed his gesture and saw a narrow corridor stretched ahead, barely illuminated by lit torches mounted sporadically along the cold, uneven stone walls. The darkness around the torches swallowed any hint of warmth or life.
Milo took a few hesitating steps toward the direction the guard had pointed at him. The stones underfoot were worn and uneven, and every step he took either caused a creak when the stone moved under his foot or slipped because of the slime on the stones. His footsteps echoed in the desolate hallway. Milo’s normal eye darted around but couldn’t see anyone in the cells. 
Sparse chains dangled from the walls, remnants of a time when prisoners may have been shackled against the unforgiving stone. A faint, chilling breeze whispered through unseen crevices, carrying with it a sense of foreboding. 
Milo shivered as he proceeded forward. When he progressed down the corridor, the passage seemed to constrict, the ceiling lowering incrementally, heightening the feeling of confinement. 
The shadows caused by the torches’ flames danced along the walls, playing tricks on his mind and giving rise to unsettling shapes that seemed to lurk in the periphery. 
Milo removed his eyepatch again to view his surroundings, but he couldn’t see anything else alive except the flames of the torches on the way to the end of the corridor. Sighing relieved, he processed faster and reached the end of the hallway where a massive, ancient wooden door stood ominously ajar. Pushing it open revealed a round chamber, its walls encrusted with dampness and grime. 
The low ceiling pressed down like a weight while the cold stone floor echoed with the distant memories of suffering. 
Milo used his normal eye first to view the area. He saw a pile of what looked like clothes, sticks, and other stuff in the middle of the room, reaching almost to the ceiling. 
On the left side of the room lay a circular, sunken pit surrounded by a crude execution platform from rough-hewn stone. Streaks of dried blood stained the surface.  
Milo’s left eye darted around and noticed the peppered holes in the back wall. 
The air in the room held a metallic tang, with a stronger smell of rotting, a lingering reminder of the violence that had taken place within those cold, unforgiving walls.
Rusty chains clung to the walls, hinting at the futile struggles of those who had met their end here. The dim light behind Milo's torches cast long, distorted shadows, heightening the despair that permeated the room. In the eerie silence, the weight of the past hung heavily, making the round chamber a haunting testament to the darkness that lurked in there. 
Milo hesitated and glanced back at where he had come from. The guard stood there unmoving. 
He told me to find out if anyone was alive…
Then Milo realized something. The tall pile in the middle of the room was not a mere assortment of clothes and discarded items, as he initially believed. Instead, it comprised the remains of humans and aliens, their bodies intertwined in a macabre display. The aliens had elongated heads, distorted arms, and spidery fingers that hung from the piles, reaching toward him even in death. He saw faces distorted in horror and pain.
Shivering, Milo glanced back again. The guard stood there unmoved. 
He knew what waited for me here, Milo thought. Is this what the emperor wanted me to check out? That he had killed everyone? Who were these slaughtered ones? Were they his prisoners of war, visitors of this palace, or workers that displeased or disobeyed him? I don’t have a choice but to do what he asked; otherwise, my destiny will be in this room, too. 
Milo lifted his eyepatch, exposing his altered right eye to the gruesome sight. The world he perceived through that eye was devoid of color, shrouded in an unsettling darkness. After contemplation, he covered his right eye again and circumvented the pile, only to repeat the process on the other side. His altered vision revealed no signs of life, and the muted absence of colors intensified the somber atmosphere… except for a slight movement of one alien finger. 
That’s the one the emperor wanted me to find.
Replacing the eyepatch on his right eye, Milo hastened back to the corridor, retracing his steps. Upon reaching the guard, he locked eyes with the sentinel using his unaltered left eye. Without hesitation, Milo delivered the solemn report, "Only one alien was alive."
The guard nodded, looking pleased. 
He knew the answer. This was just a test, Milo realized as he followed the guard to the stairs, and they started ascending. 
Milo perceived the gruesome scene as a deliberate examination of his enhanced eyesight. It occurred to him that the emperor, recognizing his unique abilities, sought to validate the claims made by the professors about Milo's newfound skills. This grim display served as a test, ensuring Milo's capabilities aligned with the emperor's expectations, possibly signaling a future assignment where his specialized skills would be indispensable, but what would that be? Milo had no idea. He had several thoughts about where his skills could be used, for example, to find the injured but still alive soldiers on the battlefield or to scan around buildings to see if anyone was alive. Could that be where the emperor wants to use my altered vision?






  
  Chapter fifty-six
Sigsbee and Violetta


Under the opulent facade of the emperor's palace, Sigsbee and Violetta found themselves discreetly positioned amidst the grandeur concealed within the shadowed alcoves of a sprawling marble corridor. Violetta wasn’t visible as she faded into the shadows perfectly, but Sigsbee’s tall figure was hard not to notice. The corridor where they hid overlooked the majestic courtyard, where dignitaries and ambassadors arrived in a regal procession, their attire resplendent with the vibrant hues of various cultures. 
Sigsbee nodded towards the arrivals. Violetta watched intently as the distinguished guests alighted from their carriages, each representing a different realm. 
The air buzzed with an amalgamation of languages, and the rustle of rich fabrics of various colors added luxury to the arriving parties.  
Amidst the grand spectacle, the duo eavesdropped on snippets of hushed conversations, picking up on the subtle undertones of diplomatic exchanges and veiled alliances. 
Sigsbee whispered to Violetta. “Go on, merge among the parties. Listen to what they say.” 
Violetta murmured back, “I don’t know what is important and what is not.”
"Any comments against the emperor, discussions concerning rebellions or rebel hideouts, or indications of alliances burgeoning beyond the emperor's dominion merit reporting. Additionally, information regarding the discovery of new mines or the creation of extraordinary innovations is of significance and should be conveyed to the emperor."
Violetta left her place and went to float among the visitors. Her nimble maneuvers enabled her to blend among the guests seamlessly. 
Sigsbee, strategically placed, struggled to track her elusive movements. 
Violetta moved like a shadow within the groups, making it challenging for Sigsbee to discern her.
The ambassadors, draped in elaborate robes and adorned with symbols of their respective realms, spoke in careful tones, their words laden with political nuance. Sigsbee's acute hearing caught fragments of strategic discussions and glimpses into the ambitions and concerns of the assembled dignitaries. 
Moving like a ghost through the periphery, Violetta gathered whispers of intrigue and subtle power plays.
As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows of the spiraling towers of the palace across the courtyard, Sigsbee and Violetta remained vigilant, absorbing the intricate dance of diplomacy unfolding before them until the servants came to gather the guests to join them to the large dance room.
When the ambassadors and the other guests left their gathered room, Violetta returned to Sigsbee. “I have something… Maybe.” 
“What is it?” Sigsbee was worried that Violetta would tell the emperor everything she heard, and if she heard something about that, she could cause more damage to the rebellion forces.
“I heard them saying that the rebels are rising in each conquered planet, and they were questioning if the emperor’s forces are strong enough to fight them. If all the rebels on every planet joined together, then that would be a formidable force even for the emperor to fight back,” Violetta replied, repeating the words she had heard. 
“Okay, let’s rethink what you should say,” Sigsbee said, frowning. He didn’t want to destroy the rebels, but he didn’t want the emperor to think they hadn’t done their duty. “Who mentioned the rebels?”
“It was the group with sky-blue tunics,” Violetta replied. 
"Ah, I understand," Sigsbee reflected. "That's the latest addition to the emperor's acquisitions if I recall correctly. It's called Floxus, a planet renowned for producing fruits and vegetables for the empire."
Sigsbee locked his gaze on the shadowy wraith in front of him and suggested, "When you convey this information, consider framing it in a way that emphasizes the representatives of Floxus seeking alterations to suit their needs better. This way, the news can be rephrased to avoid causing harm. They're discontent with the current placement of the emperor's troops, expressing a desire for changes to bring about more order and less chaos while maintaining peace."
Violetta understood Sigsbee’s meaning. "Planet Floxus is pushing for adjustments in the troop deployment, expressing dissatisfaction with the current state as the troops are contributing to chaos rather than ensuring peace." 
"Excellent!" Sigsbee beamed. "Let's head over and join the others at the party. I'm willing to bet our companions have an amazing circus performance in store for us."
As Sigsbee and Violetta strolled through the labyrinthine corridors of the palace back to where they had started, the air became charged with the anticipation of celebration. Ornate tapestries adorned the stone walls, depicting scenes of the historical grandeur of the past courts. Sigsbee noted that all the paintings of the previous royal family were taken down and replaced by paintings of wars and battlefields.  Glowing lanterns cast a warm, golden glow, creating a mesmerizing interplay of light and shadow.
They encountered palace staff bustling about, their attire reflecting the opulence of the surroundings. Sigsbee exchanged nods with familiar faces, as he had visited here before the emperor had taken over the palace and still knew many servants who used to work for the royal family. Violetta moved gracefully beside him, effortlessly weaving through the ebb and flow of palace life.
The distant echo of laughter and music guided them toward the heart of the revelry. As they neared the grand entrance of the party room, the muffled sounds of chatter and the rhythmic beats of lively music became more pronounced. The anticipation heightened, and Sigsbee's grin widened with the growing excitement.
Upon reaching the area where the festivities were ongoing, the doors swung open, revealing a scene of magnificence. The room was a kaleidoscope of colors adorned with vibrant decorations and throngs of elegantly dressed guests.  







  
  Chapter fifty-seven
  The Emperor’s Event


As Sigsbee and Violetta lingered near the doorway, Violetta quietly inquired, "Must I divulge everything I overheard?" Sigsbee stepped back, patiently anticipating Violetta's next words. Her ethereal presence seemed to adopt a deeper shade of grey, prompting Sigsbee to speculate about the emotions coursing through her. 
Violetta said, "I caught wind of discussions about uncovering the true royal heir to reclaim the throne."
Carefully, Sigsbee replied, “People have a hard time giving up what was and what is now. Don’t worry about it.” 
Violetta acknowledged his words, responding, “I won’t mention anything about it.”
"Let's proceed and enjoy the upcoming spectacle." Sigsbee gestured for her to come with him into the ballroom. 
When they entered the room, they positioned themselves along the periphery. 
Soon, Hydrangea spotted them and beckoned them closer. Milo was already sitting by the table. 
Sigsbee maneuvered through the tables and settled beside her.
"The show's about to commence, the highlight which is Penelope’s performance with the birds and small animals," Hydrangea whispered, scanning the room and noting a shadow hovering near the table. "Violetta, please join us." The shadow gracefully descended onto a chair on the opposite side of the professors.
When Penelope emerged from the door reserved for the performers, Hydrangea realized she was almost a skeleton. She had lost weight, but her face was unreadable due to a mask.   
Adorned in her ringmaster attire featuring long gloves, a tuxedo jacket, and knee-high boots, Penelope elegantly curtsied before the emperor. "Greetings, our esteemed emperor," she addressed him before extending warm salutations to the assembled audience. "Ladies and Gentlemen, the esteemed guests of Emperor Inimicus, I trust you'll delight in the spectacle he has arranged for you."
The birds fluttered around Penelope, alighting on her arms and legs, while the dog and cat crept closer, nuzzling her gently.  
The audience applauded loudly as the show began. Dozens of aliens were present, admiring Penelope’s performance, which resembled a circus performance. Colorful, flamboyant birds flew or sang when Penelope commanded them, and fluffy, cuddly-looking animals climbed, crawled, or sat when she gave a command.   
Sharp whistles echoed in the room. Sigsbee looked surprised, but it wasn’t the audience, but the colorful birds causing the sound. The opening act starred a group of vibrant parrot-looking birds, their colorful plumage creating a kaleidoscope in the air. Trained to perfection, they gracefully soared in synchronized patterns, creating intricate formations. With each beat of their wings, the parrots flawlessly executed aerial acrobatics, leaving the audience in awe of their agility and precision.
Following this avian display, a troupe of agile small critters that reminded Sigsbee of squirrels took center stage. Tiny acrobats in their own right, the critters demonstrated impressive feats of balance and coordination. Scaling miniature platforms and navigating tightropes, they showcased a delightful blend of skill and playful energy, eliciting laughter and applause from the captivated crowd.
The next act commenced with the ginger cat, adorned in a miniature circus costume, strutting onto the stage. With an air of regal confidence, the cat showcased a series of nimble tricks, gracefully leaping through hoops and balancing on a slender beam. The audience marveled at the feline's agility as it effortlessly navigated an obstacle course, displaying a perfect harmony of elegance and precision.
Soon, the Chihuahua made its entrance, radiating boundless energy and excitement. The dynamic duo seamlessly transitioned into a charming collaboration. The cat gracefully rode atop the Chihuahua's back as they circled the ring, eliciting laughter and applause from the delighted spectators. The dog, in turn, executed a series of joyful spins and jumps, adding an extra layer of vivacity to the act. They rode a small bicycle through a hoop Penelope was holding, and the audience oohed and aahed. 
This marked the awaited moment for Hydrangea. With her gaze fixed on Penelope, who had identified their targets, she observed as Penelope strategically positioned herself beside one of them, the ambassador from the distant planet Thysseus. In a blur of motion, Penelope swiftly swept her gloved hand over the ambassador's shoulder. The action was too rapid for Hydrangea to follow, but she recognized the instant the ambassador crumpled to the floor, now in a deep slumber. Penelope had executed her task flawlessly. Leaning in, Penelope deftly retrieved the slumber slug from the guest's side. 
As the emperor rose from his seat, he signaled the guards. "Summon servants to attend to this unwell ambassador. Carry him to a guest room and fetch a doctor for treatment." A temporary halt befell the performance as servants promptly approached to tend to the ostensibly ‘sick ambassador’.
As the performance continued, a collection of exotic almost transparent, small birds enchanted the audience with their aerial ballet. With wings fluttering in a choreographed dance, they gracefully soared through hoops and loops, creating a whimsical display of avian artistry. The delicate harmony of their movements, accompanied by melodic tunes, transported the spectators into a magical realm.
To add a touch of enchantment, the grand finale featured a mesmerizing display of fireflies. These luminescent insects twinkled in synchronized patterns, casting a gentle glow over the performance space. As the circus came to a close, the audience was left with the lingering magic of an unforgettable spectacle, where the talents of birds and small animals had woven together a performance of wonder and delight.
When the show had ended, the guests stayed for dinner, but the emperor gestured to the professors and the students to join him. He went to his throne room, and his eyes latched on Hydrangea. Then, he veered to Penelope. “You did your job excellently. I must applaud your skills.”
Penelope blushed, and Hydrangea beamed. 
The emperor’s eyes darted to Sigsbee and then to the wraith. “Can you tell me what you heard when the groups arrived?”
Violetta started shaky, saying, “Most of the discussions were about the show tonight and what to expect from it. Some also commented on the palace and how wonderful it looked.” She paused, and Sigsbee thought she had glimpsed his direction before she said what Sigsbee had suggested to her. “Planet Floxus is advocating for modifications in troop deployment, expressing discontent with the present situation where the troops are inadvertently fueling chaos instead of maintaining peace.”
Emperor Inimicus raised his eyebrows. “Is that so? How interesting. What else?”
Violetta’s shadowy body shivered. “Only comments of what was before, and what is now. Comparisons of how the state affairs are now.”
“Ah, so nothing about the rebels?”
“Only one comment that they don’t know the locations of the rebel camps,” Violetta replied. “However, if they were aware, they express confidence that your soldiers would handle the situation." This revelation caught Sigsbee off guard momentarily, registering surprise on his face for a second before he swiftly resumed his composure.
“Excellent work.” Emperor Inimicus looked pleased, and his eyes latched on Milo. “And you, young man, were everything your professors had told me. You could look into a room full of bodies and know with a look if any of them were alive. That is a marvelous skill you have.” 
Milo muttered, “Thank you.” And withdrew behind Sigsbee and Hydrangea.
“Thank you for visiting my palace tonight,” Emperor Inimicus said and added, “You can leave now and return to the Tower.” Exiting the throne room, he made his way back to the ballroom where the dining festivities had commenced. 
Hydrangea sighed with relief, catching sight of Sigsbee, who seized her hand and squeezed it reassuringly. "We've succeeded. Let's head back." 
The group reunited, and together they rounded up Penelope's furry and feathered friends. With all the animals accounted for, they headed to the shuttle and blasted off into the sky, soaring towards the Tower spaceship. 








  
  Chapter fifty-eight
  Silas And Aleesha


Tower Spaceship Infirmary
After the others left with the spy-eye, Silas’s gaze veered around the room. He was alone with Aleesha. Sighing, he said, “Were we foolish to go to the moon?” 
Aleesha's hand grasped his, her touch warm and reassuring. "No, I don't think so," she said, her voice filled with conviction. "What we gained was important not just for them but perhaps for this galaxy. Who knows? Florin might have discovered something that could aid the resistance, not just on Earth, but here on Midros as well."
Silas's eyes clouded with turmoil. "I'm the emperor's heir... how can I possibly help? I'm torn, unsure of who I am or what I should do."
Aleesha's gaze locked onto his, her eyes burning with intensity. "You are a good person, Silas. Don't doubt that. When the time comes, you will do the right thing. I have faith in you." Her hand squeezed his hand gently.
Silas's sigh was heavy with regret. "I've deceived my friends... I was a coward on Earth. I'm not the person you think I am."
Aleesha's voice was firm. "What you did was for survival, Silas. I trust what I've seen and witnessed. You are a decent human being, deep down."
Silas's whisper was barely audible. "Am I human?" His eyes dropped; his gaze fixed on his hands as if searching for answers. "I'm a clone—the emperor's clone. I'll become like him."
Aleesha's voice was stern. "No, Silas. Having the same DNA doesn't define you. You have your own mind, soul, and heart. Don't deceive yourself. You have the power to choose your path. You can be a hero or a traitor. The choice is yours and yours alone."
As the weight of Aleesha's words settled upon him, Silas felt a spark of determination ignite within his chest. He looked up, his eyes locking onto hers with a newfound sense of purpose.
"I won't let my past define me," he said, his voice firm and resolute. "I'll make a difference, Aleesha. I'll use my position to help the resistance, to fight against my father's tyranny."
Aleesha's face lit up with a warm smile, her eyes shining with pride. "I knew you had it in you, Silas. Together, I’m sure we can make a change. I don’t want anyone else to end up in the position I’m now – forced to be a state’s ward on Midros and then lose feet or some other body parts in cruel research experiments just because of the emperor’s orders.”
“I keep forgetting that he was why you lost your feet. I’m sorry, Aleesha,” Silas replied. 
“That’s fine.” Aleesha smiled.
“I’m used to you being you with your fragile glass feet; I don’t even remember them anymore,” Silas added, giving her a shy grin.
An awkward silence fell in the room. Neither one knew what to say next.
Silas had so much he wanted to tell Aleesha, but he wasn’t ready to tell her… He was sure he couldn’t live without her. Like the little cricket Pinocchio had in the story, she was his conscience, moral compass, and confidante. He couldn't imagine navigating the twists and turns of life without her by his side. His feelings for her ran deep, like an ocean he was afraid to dive into, unsure of what secrets it held, but unable to resist its pull. For now, he was content to bask in the warmth of her smile, and to cherish the sense of approval and friendship she brought to his life.






  
  Chapter fifty-nine
Ivo and Elias 


Ivo’s Quarters 
After Ivo and Elias left Penelope with Hydrangea, they returned to Ivo’s room. First, they scanned the room, making sure that there were no spy-eyes. They always did that before talking about any secrets. Ivo grabbed a scanner from the tech supplies and ensured it also worked with spy-eyes. Taking this scanner with them wasn't a big deal as they went in and out of the tech supplies and weaponry daily.  
Besides, the emperor had even asked Sigsbee to develop a new type of scanner that would detect organic devices, not just metallic ones.
They sat down, and Elias was the first to address the topic of spy-eye images. “What do you think? What should we do?”
“I know you want to go and rescue your father and the other Earth government members you saw on the video, but we can’t do that – not now. We are in another galaxy far, far away. We would need a spaceship to get there. Besides, how could we do that?”
Elias leaned in, his eyes blazing with intensity as he locked gazes with Ivo. "We don't need any spacecraft, Ivo! We can use portals, just like Silas and Aleesha did. But we need a solid strategy to infiltrate Citadel and extract every last prisoner. The soldiers will be armed to the teeth, but they'll be complacent, thinking no one's crazy enough to attempt a rescue."
Ivo's expression turned thoughtful; his brow furrowed in concern. "That's not all, Elias. We need a safe haven for the prisoners once we've freed them. We can't bring them back here; it's too risky. And we can’t leave anyone behind, regardless of their planet of origin. Every captive is a potential ally in the resistance against the emperor's tyranny. We need a plan that accounts for every last one of them."
Elias ran his hand through his hair, gazing upward at the ceiling. "And how can we possibly pull that off..." he muttered desperately, his voice trailing off as he pondered the challenge ahead. His brow furrowed in concentration, his mind racing with the complexities of their scheme. The silence that followed was filled with the weight of their mission as if the very fate of the resistance hung in the balance.
“I got nothing,” Ivo commented, shaking his head. “I have no idea how we can pull this off.”
Nodding, Elias said, “We need to discuss with Penelope and Silas. We get better ideas when we are all together.” 
“If we can’t do anything here now, we could go and have something to eat,” Ivo suggested. “Penelope is with Sigsbee and Hydrangea at the emperor’s palace, and they won’t be back until late. We don’t have any classes today because our mentor is away. Perfect time to go and test some delicacies from other planets.”
“Sounds good.” Elias glimpsed at his Bloodsucker, firmly sitting on his shoulder. “I will need more nourishment because he looks a bit peaked today. More food, especially meat, would benefit both of us.”
Grinning, Ivo replied, “It sure does. I think it’s been growing since Hydrangea gave it to you.” 
The Bloodsucker plant was a lifesaver for Elias, purifying his blood of toxins at a time when his very survival hung in the balance. Having undergone heart transplant surgery just before the alien invasion, Elias found himself stranded with a dwindling supply of crucial medication. The chaos of the attack, followed by the horrors of the concentration camps, had left him with only a handful of pills to manage his transplant, fight off infections, and prevent his body from rejecting the new organ. Thus, when they were winners of the Tower trials and got access to the spacecraft, their mentor Sigsbee took him to see Hydrangea, their healer and inventor, and she gifted him the Bloodsucker, a plant that would become his last hope for survival. With no other options available, Elias turned to this unusual remedy, praying it would be enough to get him through the coming months until he got more pills or another, not-so-visible treatment for his illness. 
Both left to the restaurant deck, knowing it would be open 24/7.






  
  Chapter sixty
After The Emperor’s Party 


Later That Same Evening
When Penelope returned to her quarters, she immediately pulled out the precious spy-eye. “Are you okay?”  
The spy-eye blinked batting the long eyelashes and chirping. 
"I'll get you some more food and water," Penelope said, her voice gentle as she placed a tiny bowl on the table and filled it with grass seeds, the spy-eyes' favorite snack. "After you've eaten, I'll need to examine the images in your memory again," she said to the spy-eye. With a graceful motion, she stood up, slipped out of her show outfit, walked to her closet, picked out a silky morning gown, and put it on. Her fingers trembled slightly as she removed her gloves and facial mask, fearing it might be stuck to her skin due to Hydrangea's concoction. But to her relief, it came off easily. Steeling herself, she gazed into the mirror, her eyes widening in surprise. Her forehead was smoother, the deep creases almost gone. "It's working!" she exclaimed aloud, hardly believing the rapid progress. Yet, she knew this was only a temporary solution. She needed a permanent cure to rid her body of the leprosy once and for all. She knew Hydrangea had promised to find a solution, and she would be testing different plants to find a better method than the mask she had now. Her hands were better, too. They had regained feeling in their fingertips after she had used Hydrangea’s treatment, and the skin was not so wrinkled. 
She gave water to the healing plant in the corner of her room. The plant had cone-like flowers that emitted a faint scent, reminding Penelope of cinnamon. She inhaled it, hoping it would heal her from the inside out, and then strolled back to the spy-eye. The little creature was still eating.
Just as Penelope's thoughts began to wander, a call interrupted her. She hesitated momentarily before opening the channel, opting to block the video view of her room. The screen flickered to life, revealing Ivo's concerned face: Elias hovered behind him in the background. 
"Hello," she said, her voice a little tentative.
"Hey, Penelope. Can we come to see you?" Ivo asked, looking eager.
"Sure, I just got back," Penelope replied, her hand instinctively reaching for her mask before remembering she had removed it to let her skin heal. "But don't expect me to dress up for you guys. And I'm not wearing my mask, so please don't mind my appearance."
Ivo's expression turned serious. "That's perfectly fine, Penelope. We need to re-examine the images on the spy-eye. We won't bother you too long if you're tired, or you can sleep if you like. We'll study the images and let you rest."
Penelope nodded, a hint of fatigue creeping into her voice. "Fine. I was going to look at the pictures myself, so come over. I could use some company, anyway."
Ivo's face lit up with a warm smile. "We'll be right there." 
“Could you bring me some sandwiches from the restaurant? I haven’t eaten for hours,” Penelope asked. 
“Of course, we’ll grab something with us.” The screen flickered and went dark, leaving Penelope to wonder what new revelations the spy-eye's images might hold.
As she waited for Ivo and Elias to arrive, Penelope's thoughts turned to the spy-eye and the secrets it held. She had only seen some of the images, but she had recognized some prisoners in the images. 
It took about ten minutes for Elias and Ivo to arrive at her quarters. Penelope had time to change into jeans and a sweatshirt.
The door chime sounded, and she called out, "Enter!"
Ivo and Elias walked in, looking curious. 
"Hey, Penelope," Ivo said, eyes scanning her face. "How did it go at the palace? How are you feeling?"
“It went fine.” Penelope shrugged, a wry smile twisting her lips. "I think I’m feeling better. But let's focus on the spy-eye. What do you hope to find?"
Ivo placed a tray with sandwiches and cookies on the table, and Elias placed a large bottle of juice on the table. “I took this fruit juice from the kitchen. It won’t keep you awake like coffee or tea would.” 
“Please, sit down.” Penelope pulled out a chair and let the boys sit on the couch. She grabbed one sandwich and started eating it hungrily. “Glasses are over there by the counter,” she instructed Elias, who went to look for them and brought three glasses to the table. 
Elias’s eyes shone excitedly. "We need to identify the patterns and connections between the images. I saw my father in one. I’m sure it was him. If we can see where he is located and compare it with other images, it might help us to find him there."
“We want to save all the prisoners, not just one,” Ivo added.
“Still, he’s my priority,” Elias added.
Penelope nodded, her mind racing with the possibilities. “Let's get started, then.”  She moved the spy-eye to the center of the tabletop and then whispered to the little creature, “Can you please show your images.” She displayed its images on the widescreen on the wall for Elias and Ivo to see.
Together, the three of them huddled around the spy-eye displayed hundreds of images in a minute, and the longer they watched the more kept pouring from its small body. 
“Thousands of images!” Penelope sighed.   
The atmosphere was tense as they watched the images pouring on the screen, hoping for a breakthrough that would change everything.






  
  Chapter sixty-one
  Akka 


That Same Evening
Akka paced in her quarters. She could not concentrate on her work or the students’ assignments. She had planned to give them some quizzes on interrogation techniques used on prisoners, but she could not keep her mind wandering back to Silas and his past.   
Sighing, she sat down by her desk. A container full of spy-eyes stared at her. 
Glimpsing them, she ordered, “Stop recording my every move.” 
Chittering, the spy-eyes turned around so they couldn’t see her and what she was doing.
Akka tapped the top of her desk with her long, bony fingers, trying to figure out what to do or if there was anything to salvage the situation. Now, Sigsbee and Ivo, who had been part of the rescue team, knew about Silas and his past. Sigsbee and Ivo, who had been part of the rescue team, were now aware of Silas's past. Pausing, Akka thought about what they had witnessed: a man resembling the emperor had visited planet Earth, where Silas's guardian lived. Sigsbee had recognized him as the emperor because he had been in Midros during the previous king's rule and had seen the emperor's violent takeover. However, Ivo was just a student and could be persuaded to keep quiet.
Sigsbee wouldn’t reveal what he had seen. He was too aware of the emperor’s powers and would not want to become his enemy. 
As she calmed down, Akka thought carefully about what to tell the emperor about the incident. She knew it was only a matter of time before he found out —secrets never stayed hidden. She considered saying that one of the students had taken the shuttle on a joyride, but that would only redirect the emperor's attention to Silas, making him a target.
Emperor Inimicus had been searching for his missing clone on planet Earth. Although he hadn't confided in her directly, she knew about the clone's existence. The emperor's interest in her own research on cloning, androids, and hybrids was likely motivated by his desire to create more clones. Akka felt a surge of frustration and anger; how could a relatively primitive planet like Earth produce someone so brilliant, capable of creating a living, functioning clone with limited resources? She couldn't fathom how this mysterious doctor had achieved what she, with all her advanced technology, had not. 
Initially, she had intended to reveal to the emperor that she had found the missing boy he had been searching for, but she decided to observe and study Silas first. However, after Silas's recent actions, she realized she could no longer hide the truth. Emperor Inimicus would be enraged to discover she had withheld this information from him, but he would be even more furious if something had happened to his only heir, Silas. Akka knew she had to reveal the truth to the emperor and braced herself for the emperor's wrath. 
Akka's mind raced with worry as she thought about Emperor Inimicus's encounter with Silas at the ball. Had the emperor sensed something or recognized Silas as his clone? Did Silas's familiarity stir any memories or emotions within him? Akka couldn't shake off the uncertainty...
She had caught glimpses of the emperor's expression that night, but his face had remained a mask of composure, revealing nothing. Yet, he had departed soon after the dance and the attempted assassination. Akka knew the emperor's thoughts and feelings were always concealed, making it impossible to discern his true reactions. This only added to her growing unease...






  
  Chapter sixty-two
  Sigsbee And Figs


That Same Evening
Sigsbee had the same problem as Akka had. What to do with his new information about Silas and his past… He decided to go to speak with Figs. They always discussed the difficulties and found solutions together. Leaving his quarters, he headed to the elevator and went from the first floor to the sixth floor, where Figs resided. Figs had deliberately avoided selecting any students from the newly conquered planet Earth, which explained the eerie quietness of his floor. Upon reaching Figs' door, he knocked, and Figs answered, dressed in his crisp white shirt and black uniform pants.    
“Good evening; I hope I didn’t interrupt anything,” Sigsbee started.
“No, please come in.” Figs moved away from the doorway and let Sigsbee inside. 
The professor’s quarters reflected his past well. The walls were adorned with rich, dark wood paneling and were lined with towering bookshelves stretching from floor to ceiling. The shelves were finely crafted from reddish wood and had intricate carvings of planets and stars on the edges. The books were mostly leather-bound, with gold-embossed titles and authors' names. He also had some stacks of papers pushed above the books, pictures, and even rolls of parchment paper. 
A grand stone fireplace occupied the other end of the room, with a roaring fire crackling, casting a warm glow over the wooden floor. Besides the fireplace, the room had a few wall-mounted round lamps giving dim light. On the other side of the room, a beautifully crafted wooden desk matching the color of the bookshelves and floors stood. Piles of papers and maps were stacked there. 
“Please, sit down,” Figs said, gesturing toward the soft armchairs. 
After Sigsbee had settled, Figs asked, “Can I offer you anything?”
“A cup of coffee would do,” Sigsbee replied, and Figs went to get some from the drink machine on his kitchen counter. “I'll add a splash of brandy to it if you don't mind. A little extra kick in the evenings makes my coffee even more enjoyable.”
“Fine, thanks,” Sigsbee replied, looking preoccupied. Sigsbee's gaze swept around the room, taking in the familiar surroundings. Although he had visited Figs' quarters before, he noticed some new additions. Figs had recently adorned the walls with beautiful watercolor paintings depicting scenes of old London in the 1800s.
Figs returned with two coffee drinks in his hands and placed them on the small table between the two armchairs. “Well, what brings you here tonight?”
Just as Sigsbee was about to reveal his news, he hesitated, his eyes scanning the room cautiously. He instinctively raised a finger to his lips, signaling silence, and then pulled a small, sleek device from his pocket. With a few swift movements, he activated the device, which began to scan the room for any hidden listening devices, cameras, or spy-eyes. The device's soft hum filled the air as it worked to detect any potential surveillance, ensuring that their conversation would remain private and secure. 
Furrowing his eyebrows, Figs remained quiet until Sigsbee had checked the room. No surveillance devices were found in the room itself. Next, he went through Figs’s jackets and uniforms to make sure no spy-eyes were hiding in the clothing. And he found one. He pulled it out and tossed it out the door. “Return to Akka,” he ordered and closed the door.
Sigsbee returned the device to his pocket and settled back into his chair, his eyes locking onto Figs' gaze. "I had to make sure we weren't being watched or listened to," he explained, his voice low and measured. "One can never be too cautious in these matters." The two men shared a moment of understanding, their eyes conveying a sense of trust. 
“I was surprised to see that you found one of those wicked creatures in my clothes,” Figs commented, sipping his drink. “What’s in your mind?”
Sigsbee glanced down at his hands. “The problem is that we now have two heirs: Ivo is the heir of the previous king, and Silas is the emperor’s clone, and thus, that makes him his heir.”
“Yes, that could be a problem. The boys are best friends, or so I have understood,” Figs commented.
“Yes, and I like both of them. Ivo still can’t recall his past. Amnesia has not passed. Silas now knows more about his past,” Sigsbee added.
“You want my take on this matter? Should we support one over the other or not?” 
“Yes, I guess that’s what I’m asking.” 
“I wouldn’t choose sides. We never know what the future will bring. Either one will become the ruler in the galaxy or not. They could die, or something else could happen,” Figs replied. 
“What if the emperor knows about Silas and who he is? He might take him away and start schooling him to become his heir, learning his iron fist tactic to rule.”
“I think we’ll find out about that soon. Akka must tell the emperor what happened and who stole the shuttle. She can’t keep it secret. Then the emperor will know…” Figs leaned back on his chair. “I’m afraid this issue is out of our hands soon.”
The two men sat in silence, lost in thought as they pondered the fate of Silas and the galaxy. They wondered what consequences would unfold once the emperor decided about the boy's future. The weight of the emperor's power and the potential repercussions of his actions hung heavy in the air, leaving Figs and Sigsbee to worry about what would happen next. They couldn't help but wonder if they would face punishment for allowing Silas to steal the shuttle, which had ultimately put him in danger. The possibility of being held accountable for the events that had unfolded lingered, casting a shadow of uncertainty over their future.







  
  Chapter sixty-three
Hydrangea


After the Palace Visit
While the other professors were more or less worried about Emperor Inimicus’s reaction, Hydrangea was not. Her assassin spectacle had been perfect. The emperor had been pleased, and she knew he wouldn’t harass her now. Her student had done exactly what he had wanted and with a flair, too. Perfect performance, she thought. Now, it was time to try to mix something to help Penelope. The thought of Penelope hiding behind that half mask and concealing her hands with gloves for the rest of her life was unbearable. Hydrangea's heart ached at the idea of her brilliant and beautiful student living in perpetual disguise, never fully revealing her true self to the world. It was a constant reminder of the illness and fear she had endured, and Hydrangea was determined to help her shed that burden and embrace her beauty, inside and out. 
She picked out some dried petals of the flowers she grew from her hair follicles, and these plants were just like normal hair.  
Hydrangea headed to the archives. Fumbling the keys in her pocket, she marched towards the imposing metal doorway adorned with writhing dragons, birds, and lizards. The creatures stirred; their eyes fixed on the trio as they approached.
"Shh, my dears," Hydrangea cooed, her key poised over the keyhole. "It’s just me. Let me pass."
As the key clicked into place, the door creaked open, revealing the wonders of her archives   Which consisted of several sprawling rooms filled with specimens, strange and wondrous plants, and shelves upon shelves of ancient tomes.
Hydrangea hastened through the rooms, her exciting building as she entered an efficient-looking greenhouse filled with terrariums and a working table scattered with pruning tools. A hidden doorway revealed a majestic library, the walls lined with towering bookcases and plush armchairs inviting one to linger.
Hydrangea started rummaging the bookshelves, pulling out dusty tomes one after another and setting them on the working table next to them, her eyes scanning the titles and contents before she returned to look for something else. "Ah, I thought I had seen it somewhere here…,” she muttered aloud. She hurried back through the rooms, entering a solarium where she had flowers that looked more like living beings than just plants.   She wanted to find the perfect combination of herbs and potions to create a remedy for Penelope's condition.   Hydrangea's workstation was a marvel of curiosity, with shelves upon shelves of peculiar ingredients, glass bottles, spice racks, and strange equipment. She had spent years collecting rare herbs, experimenting with unusual potions, and inventing innovative combinations using spells, mushrooms, and other plants. As she worked on a remedy for Penelope, she carefully measured out a pinch of grey mushroom dust, added a vial of sparkling water from the planet Allius, and mixed in a drop of essence from the rarest healing plants and mosses she had gathered around the galaxies. 
Hydrangea's eyes sparkled with excitement as the concoction began to bubble and shine. She added a final dash of pink salt and stirred the mixture clockwise, then counterclockwise, whispering an ancient incantation to awaken its magic. Hydrangea's heart raced faster as she stirred the potion. She knew that many of her peers were skeptical of her magical skills. She knew that faith was the spark that ignited wonder and that mere instructions alone could never be enough. To achieve true perfection, one had to infuse their endeavors with a pinch of hope, a thimble of passion, and a dash of wonder. And for Penelope's sake, Hydrangea was determined to conjure nothing short of the miraculous.
In her mind, she whispered a silent prayer. "Believe and the impossible becomes possible. Dream and the ordinary becomes extraordinary."   
She knew she still needed something in the potion. What she had was just a base. She needed something to shine through the surface. Thus, she ventured to her garden, where flowers were growing. She had one particular in mind: moondrops. These rare flowers, resembling lilies of the valley, held a secret charm: delicate silver bells that released a subtle, sweet fragrance into the night air.
The Moon Drops, true to their nightshade nature, shimmered and flourished only under the cover of night. That’s why she didn’t turn the lights on in her garden. The plant was easier to find in the darkness. Their petals glimmered like moonbeams, and their soft chime filled the air, beckoning her closer.
She reached out a gentle hand, and the Moondrop’s bloom nodded its head, releasing a shower of silvery petals. The sweet scent wafted up, and Hydrangea smiled. Yes, this was the right one. With the precious petals gathered, she hastened back to her mixing room, her hands cradling the delicate, shimmering blooms. She poured the petals into the waiting potion, and the mixture began to glow with a soft, bluish light.






  
  Chapter sixty-four
Penelope’s Idea


At Penelope’s Quarters
“There are thousands of images. I recognized a few from our last administration but wouldn’t recognize all of them.” Elias looked frustrated as he kept looking at the pictures the spy-eye had taken. He brushed his hair and turned to Penelope. “How about you?” 
“Yes, some familiar faces, but there are thousands of images to go through. The spy-eye had months to collect them. We can’t do this alone. There’s too much data.” Penelope paused, adding, “Even if we recognize some faces, what good will that do? We are here in the other galaxy, and they are in the moon facility or Citadel on the orbit of Earth.”  
Ivo had stayed quiet, staring at the images. 
“What’s on your mind, Ivo?” Elias asked.
“I thought I recognized someone, but I’m not sure. You know my memory is still gone before I arrived on Earth.” 
“Do you think your memory is coming back?” Penelope asked, leaning forward with her eyes sparkling.
Ivo shrugged. “I don’t know. I wish it would.” He gestured to the images. “Can you go back and show them slower once more?”
“Sure. Hold on.” Penelope tapped on the board where the spy-eye was and rewound the pictures. 
“Stop! That man in the background! He’s the prisoner I saw back on Earth.” Ivo pointed at an elderly man. He was standing against the wall wearing the same silky tunic as before, but now it was torn and dirty. He bore a long, unkempt beard and hair and was filthy, but he held an air of importance and authority. “And the man in the front… I think I know him.” Ivo stared at him wordlessly, paling, and then he quickly breathed. “Back before I came to Earth, I was on a spaceship, and that man was there. I can’t recall his name.” 
Leaning forward, Elias patted his shoulder. “Excellent! Your memory is coming back. Even if it’s just a bit of memory, it’s something. It’s not gone completely.” 
“Guys, it’s getting late.” Penelope glanced at the clock on the wall. “The professors will start wondering what we are doing here if you don’t return to your quarters.”
“You’re right.” Elias stood up, getting ready to go.
“Hold on. I have an idea I want to tell you,” Penelope said. 
Both boys locked their gaze at her. 
“What if I take this spy-eye to the prisoner’s level where the portals are and tell it to go through the portal to the moon facility?” 
“Do you think it could go through the portal by itself?” Elias sounded incredulous. 
"Let's ask," Penelope said, turning to the spy-eye. "Can you go through the portal alone?"
The spy-eye responded with a fast chitter.
"Can you find Florin again and attach to him?" Penelope asked.
The spy-eye replied with an eager chatter.
Penelope turned to the boys. "I think the spy-eye can go through the portal alone and find Florin in the moon facility." She stood up, holding the spy-eye in her hand. "Can you please clear your mind so you don't reveal our images or any other information to anyone else?" 
The spy-eye grunted and then closed its eye. 
"Can you show Florin just one image - a picture of me, so he knows I sent you?" 
The spy-eye responded with a quick chatter.
“We’ll escort you downstairs,” Elias said. 
The trio left Penelope’s quarters, headed to the elevator, and pressed the button down to the level. They entered the elevator, and before anyone could change their mind, Penelope pressed the button to -3 level, and they were on their way to the prisoner’s level. 
When they reached the level, they quickly checked that the hallway was empty. 
Penelope walked toward the end of the hallway, where the portal shimmered invitingly. She halted in front of it and lowered the spy-eye on the floor. “Good luck, little one. Be safe!”  She told the portal, “Take this spy-eye to the moon facility.” She watched the spy-eye crawl into the shimmering void and disappear. 
Turning around, she faced the boys. “It’s done. Let’s go back upstairs.”
When they were back in the elevator, Ivo said, “I have one more suggestion.” His gaze met Elias first and then Penelope. “We need to confine to Figs and Sigsbee. They need to see the images. I’m sure they will recognize more prisoners than we can, and perhaps, they will have an idea what to do.”
“I agree.” Elias nodded. 
Penelope said, “Do you want to do it now or later?”
“Now is better.”






  
  Chapter sixty-five
The Decision  


Elias used his communicator to contact Sigsbee.  
Sigsbee’s stern face appeared on the screen. “What is it, Elias? It’s getting late.”  
He didn’t sound angry, just … defeated, Elias thought. Why does Sigsbee sound like that? He’s never beaten and always finds a solution to a problem. Elias noted that he was not in his room because the background was different… bookshelves, dim lighting… Where is he? Aloud, he said, “I’m with Ivo and Penelope. We have something to discuss with you. It’s urgent. And if Professor Figs could join us, too.”
An interest piqued in Sigsbee’s eyes. “As a matter of fact, I’m in Fig’s quarters. Let me ask what he thinks.” Covering his communicator, he turned to Figs, who tilted his birdlike head with a long neck and big nose. “Interesting. Just as we thought we had no new developments, just the theft of the shuttle, a new twist emerges. Maybe the students have something else to share with us. Please, by all means, let the teens come up. I’ll make some more tea… no brandy, of course.”
“Figs agreed that you should visit us here.” 
“Fine. We’ll be there in a couple of minutes.” Elias hesitated and then added, “Could you please make sure there are no spying devices around? What we have to tell is somewhat…sensitive.”
“Already done that tonight,” Sigsbee confirmed. “See you soon.” 
Following the call, the teenagers headed back to Penelope's room to retrieve the flash drive containing the images of the spy-eye.  This flash drive contained images since Penelope gave the spy-eye to Florin; terabytes of images were captured with every blink of the spy-eye’s eye. With the drive in hand, they made their way back to the elevator and pressed the button for the sixth floor, ready to reveal what they had found out to the two professors. 
The teenagers all kept quiet, each lost in thought as they pondered the weight of their situation. They knew that the conversation they were about to have with Professors Sigsbee and Figs would be a crucial one, requiring them to reveal the secrets they had uncovered about the prisoners, the moon facility, and the Earth's resistance. Sigsbee and Figs knew about Ivo’s past and whose heir he was. Eventually, the professors would have to choose sides, who to stand alongside, and how far they are willing to go in their actions. The consequences of their decisions will be far-reaching, shaping the future of not just their own lives but the fate of two galaxies – Micros and Milky Way – and the fate of those involved. None of the decisions would be easy. 
As the elevator doors slid open on the sixth floor, breaking the silence. Ivo's question hung in the air: "Do you think they will be helpful?" 
Elias's response was laced with uncertainty: "I don't know. Honestly, I'm not sure if anyone can help us make any decisions." He walked ahead, his footsteps echoing down the corridor leading to Professor Fig’s quarters.
As he turned to face his companions, his eyes met theirs, and he asked the question on everyone's mind: "Are you ready to reveal to them what we know?" 
Ivo and Penelope exchanged a tense glance, their faces set with determination. They nodded in unison, their gazes unwavering. “We don’t have a choice, do we?” Penelope replied with a soft voice.
Elias nodded and pressed his hand on the palm screen to let the professors know they had arrived. The door slid open. 
With a quick inhale, Elias stepped inside, and his friends followed him. 
The door slid quietly close. 
The fate of two galaxies, Micros and Milky Way, hung in the balance, and the consequences of their decisions would be far-reaching, shaping the future of their own lives and those involved. None of the decisions would be easy, but they knew they had to take the first step, no matter how daunting it seemed.







  
  Chapter sixty-six
  The Prisoners  


Sigsbee and Figs turned their eyes on the teens who looked nervous by the doorway, their eyes darting around the room.  
The professors stood up, and Figs gestured toward the couch, “Please, sit down. I made some tea and scones. Have some.”
“Thank you,” each of the students mumbled as they sat down and picked up a teacup. Ivo started crunching a blueberry scone. He wanted Elias and Penelope to explain why they were there and what they had discovered. 
Sigsbee leaned back on his armchair, and his gaze went from Ivo to Penelope and then to Elias. “Which one of you will start? What was so urgent?” 
Elias sighed. He straightened his back, looked at Sigsbee, and said, “We discovered something disturbing and clandestine. Whatever we do with the information we have, it could help the resistance. It will harm Akka and the emperor.” After saying this, he glimpsed Figs, who looked pensive and crossed his hands in front of him. “Interesting,” Figs muttered. “We’ve hoped for years to find something that would aid the resistance, and now you three waltzed in here and say you have something. Could it be true, or have you misinterpreted what you have discovered?”
Penelope started shaking her head even before Figs ended his comment. “No, that’s not true! We have proof of everything: the prisoners, the moon facility’s evil research, and the prisoners captured in the Citadel.”
Now, both the professors looked alert. “How is this possible? Even we don’t have that information.”
Penelope responded swiftly, 'During our participation in the Tower trials on Earth, Akka secretly placed one of her spy-eyes on my sleeve. However, the spy-eye unexpectedly developed a fondness for me and refused to return to its original owner. When Akka discovered this, she didn’t want it back, and I kept it for a while.” 
“Ah, I see,” Figs nodded. “The spy-eye witnessed something. They are unusual entities. They blend in with their surroundings, are nearly imperceptible, and see and record everything.”
Sigsbee chuckled. “One of my best creations… Hydrangea helped me to create it.”
“We thought it was a real insect from another world,” Elias interjected. 
Gazing at him, Sigsbee explained, "It was a modified invention. The original creature hailed from a distant planet, but we enhanced its capabilities by incorporating advanced recording features. These creatures were already adept at attaching themselves to other animals and organisms and had a natural ability to store data. However, their storage capacity was limited, so we upgraded them to have virtually unlimited image storage capabilities.”
“How interesting,” Penelope commented. 
“Can we go back to the spy-eye and what you have discovered?” Figs asked, looking impatient.
“It’s better if I show,” Penelope said, taking out the flash drive. “Can I use your desk and the wall to show the images?”
“Let me do that,” Figs replied standing. I'd rather not have students use my computer and desk.”
After receiving the flash drive from Penelope, Figs set up the flash drive and showed the images in the air. The figures looked transparent, but the brightness was good.  “I prefer seeing images like this, so I can remove parts and study some parts in more detail,” Figs explained to the students. He strolled into the middle of the room and then viewed the images. “The first ones look like they have been taken in Tower, level -3. Usually, it is empty, though. We don’t like to have prisoners when we have students onboard.”
Sigsbee stood up and pointed out one cell. “I know that man! Isn’t that the news reporter the Citadel used to announce the trials?”
“Florin Kalmar,” Elias confirmed. “Yes, he is. Akka found out he was part of the Earth resistance and had given the blueprint of the Tower to the resistance for the drone bombing.” 
“I see Akka has used her favorite spiders to capture him into the cell’s back wall,” Sigsbee added. 
Figs forwarded the recording so that the next pictures, which were still from the Tower’s prison floor, could be viewed. 
“I don’t know any other ones in the prison cells,” Sigsbee commented. 
Figs shook his head. “Neither do I. They could be from any planet. We could do some facial recognition to find out who they are.” 
“There’s something else we would like you to see. More important,” Elias quickly inserted.
“Very well then. Let’s forward the pictures.” Figs turned to the images and, with his hand, moved the current ones aside. 
Ivo remained silent, observing the conversation with interest. The professors seem unaware of Akka's past actions. Interesting. Akka secretly hid prisoners from her colleagues. I wonder if this was a decision she made independently or if she followed the emperor's orders. It could be either way. Akka was the intelligent officer for the emperor, so this could be her way of gathering more information. 
Furrowing his eyebrows, Figs commented, “I see… Now, the images are taken in the research facility.” His voice was stern.
“The moon facility,” Penelope added. 
A heavy silence settled over the room. 
Everyone studied the images of the prisoners.
Sigsbee and Figs glimpsed each other, both raising their eyebrows. “How did you students get there?” Sigsbee faced Penelope, who lifted her shoulders. “We didn’t. Silas did.”
“And he’s Akka’s student, and he’s the emperor’s son,” Figs concluded. “Of course, that makes sense. She prepared him to be the next emperor by showing off her skills in interrogation and other research.”
Ivo laughed out loud. When he saw Figs’ curious glance, he said, “Silas hates Akka and everything she does at the facility. For example, he saved Aleesha from that facility and the emperor’s wrath. Silas has a good heart. He doesn’t like to see anyone suffering.”
“Yes, I understand that now. I’ve noticed the deep connection between Silas and Aleesha,” Figs remarked, his eyes widening with understanding. "Their bond makes sense, given his heroic rescue of her from Akka's research lab. No wonder she's been so reserved and always by his side. I've noticed she hasn't participated in any classes with the professors... except Imogen’s. They had numerous private sessions, and Imogen even provided the stunning lily they used for the dance. It all adds up now."
When this topic was cleared, Penelope forwarded the images past the portal view and said, “I think this is now the prison area on the Citadel.”
“I never thought I would see that with my own eyes,” Figs commented, pushing his glasses higher on his nose to see better. 
Sigsbee's voice boomed through the room, halting the conversation in its tracks. “Hold it right there! I know those men!” He pointed a trembling finger at the image, his eyes wide with recognition. “That's King Casper, the former king, our king!” The words spilled out before he could stop himself, and he winced, remembering that Ivo, the king's son, stood among them, his memories of his father long erased. Sigsbee's gaze darted to Ivo, who had risen from his seat, his face a mask of curiosity, as he approached the image to examine it more closely.
“My father? And he’s alive but a prisoner?” Ivo said softly. “I wouldn’t have recognized him. There’s something familiar about him.”
“You were just a child when the coup happened. He’s older now, and so are you. And you had amnesia,” Sigsbee retorted.
“The men next to him are his advisors,” Figs added. “Emperor Inimicus didn’t kill them. I was sure he would have killed them because they represented the past.”
Sigsbee’s gaze went to Elias and then to Figs. “You know what this means? This would be invaluable information to the resistance on Midros.”
“You’re correct. We never thought the emperor had imprisoned the king and his advisors on the Citadel orbiting the Earth. We assumed they were dead because they were not in any of the Citadels in the Micros Galaxy. He was smart taking them out of the galaxy.” Figs leaned back on his chair, rubbing his chin. “I don’t know what we should do about this information. I know it’s valuable.” He turned to Penelope. “Do you know when these pictures were taken?”
“I’d say just after the Tower departed the Earth… so about three months ago,” Penelope replied. 
“These prisoners could still be alive,” Sigsbee said, his eyes shining with new hope.
“Let’s think about this for a moment.” Figs’ eyes veered around the room. “You kids brought this to us for a reason. Why did you want us to see these images?”
Elias, Penelope, and Ivo shared a glance, and Elias replied, “We want to save the Earth, help their resistance. We promised Florin. That’s why he took the spy-eye with him.”
“Then we are on the same page. We want to help the previous king to get his throne back. The emperor’s ruling has been cruel and based on violence,” Figs commented. “Let’s see who else is there.” 
As they scrolled through the images, more familiar faces emerged, belonging to individuals who had played crucial roles in the resistance movements on various planets. Others had served in previous administrations, their faces etched in the memories of the professors who had seen the rise of the galactic empire ruled by Emperor Inimicus. The images brought back a flood of memories and now bound them all in this room  
"What do we do with all this information?" Ivo asked, his voice low and urgent, after hours of scrutinizing the spy-eye images. His eyes scanned the room, locking onto Sigsbee with an intensity that demanded answers.
Sigsbee's expression was guarded, his voice laced with caution. "I'm not sure yet. We can't afford to act impulsively. Let us, professors, deliberate on our next move. Leave the images here, where they'll be safe... for now." He glanced at the clock, his eyes narrowing. "You three need to get out of here, now. It's late, and we don’t want any other professor to wonder what you are doing here so late. Go, before we attract unwanted attention."
Elias, Ivo, and Penelope exchanged uneasy glances, their exhaustion forgotten in the face of the secrets they'd uncovered. They rose reluctantly, their movements tense, as they bid a hushed "Goodnight" and slipped out the door into the dimly lit hallway, the weight of their discovery hanging heavy in the air. 
After the students had left, Sigsbee faced Figs. “This is explosive information. We both know that. These kids revealed what is going on at the moon facility and showed where they keep the valuable prisoners of this galaxy.” 
“I know. With that one little spy eye, they revealed more to us than any of the resistance spies could have done,” Figs commented, shaking his head. “We have enough data to let the resistance know where the prisoners are kept, and if we comb through the rest of the data, we might find clues about how the prisoners are guarded, where they are located, and how to access their cells.”
“True.” Sigsbee looked pensive. “I don’t want us to go for a wild goose chase. We don’t know if they are still alive.”
Figs glimpsed his friend. “I believe they are. They didn’t look starved or tortured in the pictures. I think the emperor has something else planned for them… Maybe a public execution so that everyone will see they are dead.  It’s been years. Why would he keep them alive this long?” Figs wondered aloud.
Sigsbee shrugged. “Who knows what his plans are? Maybe he just forgot their existence.”
“Out of sight, out of mind.” Figs tilted his head. “You might be right.”
“Let’s wrap this up now, and we can talk more tomorrow. I need some rest, too,” Sigsbee said and stood up. “Can you hide the images somewhere safe?”
“Yes, you know my safe,” Figs nodded toward the bookshelf. “Find the right book, and you can find the safe.”
“Thanks, my friend. Goodnight!” Sigsbee waved his hand and left Figs alone. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Figs stood up and went to browse the images again. The familiar faces, the secrets, the lies, the betrayal — it all came flooding back.  Sigsbee didn’t know what he had done in the past. He had inadvertently caused the coup without realizing he had done it. Ever since that horrible day, Figs had wanted to find something to make things right. Maybe this was it. 
With a heavy sigh, he finally tore himself away, his hand trembled as he reached for the flash drive. He strode to his bookshelf, his fingers tracing the spines of the worn leather volumes until they landed on the ornate leather-bound volume of King Lear. With subtle pressure on the book's spine, the secret door creaked open, revealing the hidden sanctuary within. He entered his safe room and strolled to the table. The large, gilt-edged Bible lay on the table, its pages revealing a carefully crafted hiding place. With reverence, Figs placed the flash drive in the secret recess and closed the book again.  






  
  Chapter sixty-seven
  Hydrangea's Healing Powers


Continuing until the wee hours of the night, Hydrangea prepared the healing potion for Penelope. Even if she had successfully managed to mix all the ingredients, she still had to cool it with the ice dragon’s breath.  
Bracing herself, she carried the bowl where she had mixed the potion to the archive’s door and tapped carefully on the doorframe. “Wake up, dragons." 
The portal, a gateway to other realms, stirred to life. A magnificent silver dragon, its scales shimmering like starlight, turned its piercing gaze upon her. Its ethereal form slithered around the door’s surface, seeking her out. They were stuck in the door because she had not opened the gateway at this end.
Hydrangea swiftly withdrew her hand, wise to the dragons' fiery nature and the dangerous consequences of their touch. For in this world, their presence was a whispered promise, an alluring glimpse of the magic that lay beyond the veil. To allow them to touch would be to invite the unknown, and Hydrangea was not one to tempt fate... yet. She knew how to use their power to her advantage, but maybe someday, when she was tired of this political power struggle in this world, she would leave it and enter a new realm. 
“My pet,” she cooed. “I need your help to cool this potion. Please, breathe on it.” 
The silver dragon regarded her with an unblinking stare, its eyes like shimmering moonlit pools. Then, with a graceful nod, it exhaled a misty breath that enveloped the bowl. The contents froze with a soft crackle; the bowl so chilled that Hydrangea's fingers nearly faltered. She swiftly bore it back to the worktable, her voice carrying over her shoulder like a gentle breeze, "My gratitude, noble one!"
She gazed intently at the potion, mesmerized by the star-shaped crystals forming on its surface. Excellent, she thought, this should do the trick. 
Her next task was to divide the potion into small, star-shaped pills. 
Penelope should digest one each morning, she thought. Then we'll witness its true potential, she thought, hoping that the potion would completely eradicate the illness. While I'm confident it will cure the symptoms, I still need to investigate whether it will purge the disease from her bloodstream entirely. Further research is required to ensure it. 
Her mind wandered to the medicine from Earth that Penelope had mentioned being used there to cure this disease. Maybe on our next journey, I'll have the chance to acquire some of that medicine and analyze its properties. Until then, this new potion will at least preserve Penelope's beauty, sparing her the disfiguring effects of the disease.
She carefully cut out the star-shaped figures from the frozen potion with precision and patience, tracing her cutter from edge to point, ensuring each star was intact. The work was meticulous and tedious, but her focus was unwavering. Hours passed, and the clock struck three a.m. when she finally completed her task. Exhausted, she sat down, wiping the sweat from her forehead with a weary hand and releasing a deep sigh. With a sense of accomplishment, she collected the star-shaped medicine into a smaller pill container, securing the lid tightly.
She glanced at the clock and let out a weary sigh, realizing the lateness of the hour. "I'd best get a few hours of rest before delivering this to Penelope," she thought, rising from her seat. With a gentle stretch, she straightened her back, grasped the pill container, and exited the archives, locking the door behind her and returning to her quarters.
She put the medicine on the table beside her bed where it would be safe. The little stars inside, no bigger than grains of sand, shimmered with a blueish glow, casting a gentle, otherworldly radiance into the darkness.
In no time, she was fast asleep, the soft hum of her snores filling the silence of the night as the weight of her exhaustion finally found its reprieve. 






  
  Chapter sixty-eight
  Penelope And Hydrangea


Early the next morning, Hydrangea rushed to Penelope’s room, waking her up. She had access to her quarters because she was her mentor. Thus, she just barged in and called her by her name. “Penelope, are you awake? I have something for you!” Her appearance was a whirlwind of disarray, like a storm had swept through her hairdo! Once a lovely adornment, the delicate flowers in her hair now hung limply down her shoulders, some wilted, others crushed. The telltale signs of a hectic morning were evident: no time to tidy up the dead petals or coordinate her attire. Her pink flowery dress, a sweet choice, clashed with the mismatched socks, a green and pink duo that seemed to shout, "I don’t have time to find the right pair!" But then, her eyes sparkled like diamonds, and her radiant smile lit up the room. Despite the mayhem, her inner beauty shone through. 
Penelope's eyelids fluttered open, her gaze foggy from the sudden intrusion. 
Hydrangea's abrupt appearance in her room had startled her awake. She rose from her bed, rubbing her eyes, trying to shake off the remnants of sleep.
"I was still asleep," she murmured, her voice husky from slumber, a hint of grogginess lingering in her tone.
Hydrangea stood before her, looking eager.  
Penelope's gaze met Hydrangea’s. "Good morning, I suppose?" Penelope ventured, her voice still laced with sleep, a hint of amusement creeping into her tone.
Hydrangea's smile faltered momentarily before she burst into laughter, filling the room with warmth and joy. "I guess I was your wake-up call..., " she chuckled, her eyes twinkling with mirth. “You better get up. This is important,” Hydrangea said, placing the little pill bottle on the table. “These, my dear Penelope, are your saviors. You need to digest one of them each day.”
Penelope’s gaze veered from her professor’s face into the bottle and back. “Is that…” Her eyes looked questioning, a glimmer of hope in her voice.
“Yes, I believe it will heal you,” Hydrangea replied. “However, it might not be a permanent solution. When we have time, if we travel closer to Earth again, we must find the medicine they use there, and I can analyze it and make you a new cocktail infused with their medicine. Then we can be sure that the disease is fully cured.”
Reaching her hand to grab the pill bottle, Penelope asked, “So, I’ll take just one a day?”
“Yes.” Hydrangea nodded. “Start right now.”
“Thank you for doing all this for me. I’m so grateful.” Penelope’s eyes were filled with unshed tears. 
Hydrangea waved her hand, dismissing the thanks, and her voice was sincere. “Oh, dear girl, don’t even mention it. You helped me with the emperor’s request. I’m grateful to you!” 
Penelope’s smile froze when hearing this grim reminder that she had done the assassinations so that Hydrangea and her team would be allowed to stay in Tower… Was that going to be her future? More assassinations of good people, of people she didn’t know, or maybe someday even people that she knew… Could she continue doing it? She wasn’t sure. For now, she had to do what she was asked to do because she had no choice. Tomorrow would be another day…
She picked up the pill bottle, opened it, took one tiny star, placed it in her mouth, and swallowed it. It felt cold like ice. After digesting it, she didn’t feel any different. She glimpsed Hydrangea who looked pleased. “Give it some time. You’ll see changes soon enough,” she said assuring before she left.







  
  Chapter sixty-nine
Akka’s News


Akka's imposing figure appeared at the infirmary doorway, her spotless white tunic with black embroidery exuding an air of authority. Her stern eyes scanned the room, settling on Silas with a hint of calculation and disappointment.  
Aleesha, slumbering in the chair beside the bed, was not spared from Akka's scrutiny, as her gaze changed into disapproval when she looked at the sleeping girl.
"Silas, I had to report you to the emperor," Akka announced, her voice firm but hushed to avoid disturbing Aleesha.
Silas's eyes widened in alarm, and he darted sideways to Aleesha before returning to Akka. "Why?" he asked, his voice trembling.
Akka's expression was unreadable, and she expressed no emotion. "You stole the shuttle and left without notice to me or any of the other professors. As a student, you are not authorized to take any spacecraft. There are consequences for such actions," she admonished, her tone low and measured.
The weight of Akka's words hung in the air, and Silas's face paled, reflecting the gravity of his mistake. “What… what will happen now?” 
“The emperor has sent a shuttle to pick you up. You need to leave now to meet her in the landing area. I believe they will be there in a few minutes.” Akka turned away and was about to leave when Silas asked, “What will happen to me?”
Akka glanced at him over her shoulder. “I don’t know. It’s out of my hands. You were my student, but I don’t know if you are after this.” She left out the fact that he was still Emperor Inimicus’s heir, and she didn’t believe he would harm his only son. 
Swallowing hard, Silas climbed out of the bed. He quickly brushed his hair and straightened his long cotton gown. 
“You can’t go to see the emperor wearing a hospital gown. “Your uniform is in the closet over there,” Akka said. “Get dressed before you leave.” 
Silas stood frozen, his eyes fixed on the closed door, the weight of Akka's words still settling in. He glanced back at Aleesha, sleeping peacefully. 
I better let her sleep, he thought. She doesn't need to know that I'm in trouble.
 Silas tiptoed across the room, his footsteps barely audible. He reached the closet and extracted his uniform jacket and pants, dressing quickly and efficiently. As he prepared to leave, a pang of consideration struck him. He paused, then returned to the bedside table, scribbling a note for Aleesha. The soft scratch of his pen on paper was the only sound he made as he wrote. His words were a mixture of apology, explanation, and reassurance. 
After he had finished it, he read it one more time. 
Aleesha,
Akka came by while you were asleep. She said she had reported me to the emperor, and a shuttle was sent to pick me up. I must go now. I'm in trouble and don't want you to worry, but I had no choice but to obey. I hope I'll see you someday. Until then, know that you are always on my mind and in my heart.
Farewell for now,
Silas
He left the note beside her, a small gesture of his feelings toward her. He knew his fate was uncertain, and he couldn’t promise her anything even though he would love to promise her the world. With a final glance at Aleesha's serene face, Silas slipped out of the room, the door closing softly behind him.
He felt a lump form in his throat, and his eyes pricked with tears. He swallowed hard, trying to compose himself, but the pain of leaving behind everything he knew and loved was palpable.
He thought of his friends… The memories of Elias, Penelope, and Ivo back in New York, when they planned to enter the Tower trials, the late-night discussions, and their shared dreams flashed through his mind like a montage. He longed to say goodbye to them, to share a final moment of camaraderie, but time was against him.
The weight of his departure sank in like a stone. He would be cut off from all the news and communications, leaving him in the dark about the fate of his friends and the world he once knew. The uncertainty was suffocating, and Silas felt like he was walking into an abyss, leaving behind the only life and friends who had cared for him and helped him to grow.
When he reached the landing area, he saw a black shuttle waiting there. It looked menacing, with the emperor’s logo on the side of the vessel. He walked toward it, and the door slid open. He glanced back one more time and then climbed inside. The shuttle left Tower as fast and unannounced as she had arrived. 
Silas was gone.







  
  Chapter seventy
  Aleesha’s News


When Aleesha finally woke up, she saw the empty bed and realized Silas was gone. Her gaze wandered to the table, where a note lay waiting, its presence beckoning her attention. With anticipation and fear, she reached out to take the note, her eyes scanning the words hurriedly. Then, as the reality of the situation began to sink in, she reread it, this time more slowly, the weight of each sentence settling upon her like a heavy mist. 
Silas was gone. The emperor had summoned for him…    The news left Aleesha with a sense of dread that settled in the pit of her stomach like a cold stone.  She feared Silas's life and their future together. She was sure the emperor would not harm Silas because of who he was, but he wasn’t the only danger in the emperor’s palace in Midros. Silas had no idea what was waiting there for him. The unknown dangers of the emperor's court loomed before her like a dark and foreboding shadow, threatening to snuff out the fragile flame of their budding love forever.
She heard footsteps by the door, and soon the door opened. Sigsbee was there with Figs followed by Elias and Ivo. They all stopped by the doorway, their eyes staring at the empty bed and then darting toward Aleesha. “Where is Silas?” Sigsbee’s eyebrows knitted together. 
“He’s gone.” Aleesha sniffed, handing out the note.
Sigsbee grabbed it, read it, and handed it to Figs, cursing aloud. “Of course, Akka had to report it.” 
Ivo and Elias read the note with Figs. Their looks turned somber. 
“Emperor Inimicus won’t harm Silas,” Figs said. “He knows who he is, or Akka has informed him. I’m sure of it.” 
Sigsbee's voice was concerned as he said, "You're right, of course, but you are all aware of what Silas knows." The room fell silent, the weight of the unspoken implications hanging heavy in the air. "The question is," Sigsbee continued, his eyes narrowing, "would Silas stay loyal, or would he succumb to the emperor's luxurious lifestyle and reveal the secrets he's gathered with Aleesha on the moon facility?" The others exchanged uneasy glances, their minds racing with the gravity of what Silas knew: the secrets of the resistance, Florin, and then Ivo, the lost prince. Would Silas betray Ivo, his friend, and potentially seal his fate? The uncertainty was palpable, a ticking time bomb waiting to unleash its destructive power.
“We need to get him back,” Elias muttered. 
“Or we need to have a way to contact and warn him,” Ivo added. “We must tell him he has to be careful of what he tells the emperor.” 
“How can we do that?” Elias turned to face Ivo. “We can’t go unannounced to the palace and ask to see Silas.”
Figs interrupted. “He’s in grave danger if the court will find out who he is: the emperor’s heir.” 
Sigsbee gave him a sideways glance. “You are right. Silas is not prepared for the court and the schemes. He’s too innocent for all that.”
Nodding, Figs said, “We have a small window of time before he's forced to reveal everything."
Fear squeezed on Aleesha’s heart as she listened to the conversation. She knew what the emperor could do and would do… And that might mean her Silas was doomed. 
She recalled her nightmarish time with Akka again after Emperor Inimicus had ordered her to take her and teach her to be obedient like the states’ wards should be. She had lost both her feet. What if Silas didn’t do what the emperor wanted? What would he lose? Would the emperor do that to his heir, or would he be merciful? No, the emperor was never like that. He didn’t have a heart. “We must find a way to get him back to us.”
“We will. If not today, then tomorrow.” Ivo stared at her, his gaze steady and his voice determined. “I promise you will get Silas back.”

He turned to Sigsbee. “There’s something else I must tell you.” He didn’t want to mention in front of Aleesha.
“Sure.” Sigsbee’s gaze went to Figs and then Aleesha. “Is it something you can say here, or do we need to go to somewhere more private?”
“Here is fine.” Ivo paused, thinking how to say what he had in his mind. “Remember when we first arrived at Tower. Silas looked like a typical twelve-year-old, but now he appeared in his late teens. His rapid growth worries me.”
“Are you sure?” Sigsbee asked, furrowing his brows.
“Yes, check the images from when we first arrived and compare them to any recent image of him.” 
Sigsbee walked to the computer and pulled out some images of Silas. 
Figs, Aleesha, and Ivo gathered around him, although they all had a worried look. 
“You are right. I’ve been so busy that I had not noticed.” Sigsbee faced Figs and asked, “Is this a flaw in his clone’s genetic makeup?”
Shrugging, Figs replied, “I don’t know. I’m not an expert in this area. Akka would be the right person to ask.”
Sigsbee turned his gaze on Ivo. “I will take this problem to Akka. She must know this. Also, the emperor would like to know about this. His heir might not have so many decades to live – unless Akka can figure out what’s wrong.”
Ivo nodded. 
Aleesha looked devastated. “Please, find a way for Silas to live. I love him.”
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