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Part I
YALENA
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Chapter 1. The Chameleon
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Yalena smoothed the dark gray uniform over her body with long strokes. Wearing third-year colors felt premature. She hadn’t passed her second-year mission yet, nor had she sat the exams. She straightened up in front of the mirror. It didn’t matter. The commander had asked it of them, and they’d never let him down, even now that he was gone.

She swept her hands over her forehead and around the sides of her head, gathering her chocolate-brown hair into a bun. It made her seem serious. Grown-up. A leader.

If there ever was a time to inspire confidence, now would be it. And if anyone could do this, it would be Yalena—the daughter of two of the gutsiest people in the universe: a rebel Fian and an idealistic human.

Yalena cleared her throat, even though she was alone. Every time she thought of her mother, Veronica’s face popped in first, only to be begrudgingly swept away by the image of Norma. In her own way, Norma had been brave too and a visionary in imagining a future with the Fians. But if Yalena was going to survive what was to come, she had to be more like Veronica. She had to bolt into the heart of the storm, head-first against the harsh winds, crushing every obstacle.

Yalena lifted her chin a little and watched her expression in the mirror a second longer before leaving the dorm room. The corridor outside buzzed with nervous whispers, more than the usual first-day-at-the-academy excitement and noise.

Jen caught up to Yalena, but their elevator ride to the STAR Academy floor was silent, save for a quick greeting. Yalena’s jaw felt stiff, fixed into a strong bite barely containing the deadly eagerness raging inside her. Despite what the others always said, she hadn’t really felt like she’d done anything of use since pulling Eric back from Norma’s ship before it exploded. She needed action and justice. Today, she was finally setting out to get it.

The largest lecture hall had been cleared of its round table. Instead, rows of flimsy fold-up chairs had been lined up in three blocks of twenty. A sea of green to the right marked the nervous new freshmen. In the middle, some of the second-years had already taken their seats. Yalena waved to Sutton and Josie. Both looking a little blanched, they returned her greeting. It was odd to see them in the red colors she’d only recently removed from her closet.

On the left, the block of seats reserved for the third-year class was almost full. Reid and Dave exchanged bear hugs, signature handshakes, and greetings that stood out to Yalena because of the Martian accent, but it wasn’t enough to make her snicker like before.

She scanned for the members of her Apollo crew from freshman year. Dai and Michael gave her a small nod each. Theo smiled shyly, making Yalena feel unsure if he would have preferred to remain on the Moon after his last assignment—monitoring Jea’s vitals for any Fian side-effects until she’d been cleared. Yalena tried to smile at him and Carmen, but her lips wouldn’t curve, like she’d forgotten the motion.

She’d have to ask it of her crew again—the almost fanatical dedication she’d inspired back in her freshman year. And this time, it would place them in more danger than ever, but again, they had to say ‘yes’. She had to entice them to.

Natalia and Nico kept frantically adjusting the settings on the holo screen and exchanging hushed questions. It was odd to see Natalia’s face blotted with red spots. She restlessly flipped her heavy black hair over one shoulder, then a minute later, over the other. Yalena was too far away to hear, but by Nico’s sullen expression, Natalia’s signature snappy remarks were less than appreciated.

Yalena and Jen arrived at the front row, where Eric and Alec had saved seats for them. Eric pulled Jen to his side and she gave him a quick kiss. Yalena sat as gracefully as she could on the plastic chair and slipped her hand into Alec’s.

His warm brown eyes studied her. “Please, don’t show us a second look at breakfast.”

Yalena gave him a tight-lipped grimace in response, meant to scold him for always bringing up the time she’d vomited in front of him. She wasn’t anxious. She was restless, perhaps even a little reckless. Each thought in her head fueled a single idea—she finally had a way to hit Felix where it hurt, to find out what army he was hiding, before it was too late. The weight of saving the near worlds lay heavy on her chest, but she vowed to succeed.

Alec tugged her hand, making her turn to him. “You do seem a little queasy. I should know by now.”

Yalena had been set on looking confident, murderous even, but his teasing made the sides of her face twitch with the ghost of a smile. How did he always manage to steal one from her?

Cooper and Heidi were the last to enter, both wearing the signs of sleep deprivation—pasty faces, hair a little too messy for the occasion, and red-brimmed eyes. Heidi slipped into the last seat, while Cooper walked over to the podium and joined Natalia and Nico. Natalia played with the settings one last time, dimming the lights for the presentation.

“Settle down everyone,” Cooper said. He was so different to the late commander in the way he regarded the students—as an older mentor, rather than a strict authority figure. But the silence his voice demanded was the same.

“Thank you all for coming,” Cooper said. “To the new freshmen at STAR Academy, I can only issue a welcome, followed by a sincere ‘thank you’ for joining us in the hardest of times.” The new faces paled, looking at him. “We rely on you to learn fast, for the enemy coming at us won’t distinguish one student from another, Martian from Moonie from Earthling. We’re humans, and we will face them as one.”

Cooper’s gaze traveled to the block of second-years next. “To our second-years, welcome back, welcome home, welcome to the biggest challenge of your lives. If you think your first year going by without a mission was unfortunate, just you wait. Your entire second year is a mission. Half of you will stay on Unifier to train the freshmen and the other half will run the Belt patrols, which will be instrumental in giving us early warning of the Fians’ attack.”

In the natural pause, Cooper opened his mouth without a sound, as if in awe of them, as if they were the leaders to admire, not him. Out of the corner of her eye, Yalena watched Sutton clutch Josie’s hand, their fingers interlacing. The girls would hate to be separated, and yet that was a concern for the old Yalena—everyone’s friend. Now, she had to become something else—Felix’s worst nightmare. She forced her gaze away from them.

Cooper turned to face the third-year class next. “To our third-year class, you’re our hope, our best chance, our fiercest fighters. You will move in the shadows. You will hunt relentlessly for the truth like you always have. You’ll leave STAR Academy behind for the mission to end a war before it begins.”

He beckoned for Yalena to join him on stage. She stood a little abruptly before walking to the stage in firm and decisive steps.

“It should come as no surprise,” her voice cracked through the room, “that instead of commencing our third year at STAR Academy, we have another thing coming. We’re still STAR Academy students, but since our first-year mission, our responsibilities have stretched far outside of the Academy’s scope. Commander Marcus O’Donnell may have disagreed with our first mission, but he saw our potential in it, and he knew we had what it takes to finish this, to defend our world.” She forced each word to sound ironclad. “The Fians are coming. We don’t know when, we don’t know why, and we don’t know how they plan to attack. That’s three unknowns too many. What we need is to get these answers in a stealth operation that will run under their radar.”

Yalena regarded Nico over her shoulder long enough to register his nod. Her words might be powerful, but they’d never be enough. Not without a grand reveal. Not without some sort of a game-changer.

“Our mission now is simple, but its execution won’t be,” Yalena said. “When Alfimoff and Cho crossed the Belt, their ship was immediately taken down by the Fians. It shows that in Felix’s mind, that’s a border—the border between our two worlds. Despite the Belt patrols run by the second-year class over the summer, we can’t guarantee the Fians have retreated. They must also have other checkpoints. Both sides of the wormhole, for example, as well as Nova Fia border. That means any recon mission we plan is bound to get noticed and therefore probably doomed to fail.”

Yalena let the sentence and its gravity hang in the silence for a second.

“Unless...” Nico said, drawing all eyes to him. “Unless we can fool them into thinking we’re not there at all.”

Stunned stares remained fixed on Nico’s reddening face. Natalia motioned upward and a holo image of an updated Eagle model lit up in bright blue.

In the last row, Heidi leaned in. Some of the others did too, but no recognition shone on their faces. So many times before Yalena had been the one too slow to catch onto a technical improvement. This time, they couldn’t see it either.

Natalia stepped forward. “The commander left us instructions to work on a cloaking agent that could be applied to our more robust spacecraft models without increasing their weight too much. It hides heat signatures, exhaust from the engines, and even feeds back the image of space to any observer, making it invisible.”

Nico’s British accent was pronounced when his voice cut through the stunned tension in the room. “It’s the first true stealth ship, equipped to even trick radars. Instead of bouncing back the radar beam, it will absorb it, as if nothing is there.”

Natalia’s fingers flew over a few buttons on the remote. The view above the round table changed from the holo model to a live stream of an Eagle in space and Unifier space station behind it.

“We present to you, the Chameleon,” Nico said.

Yalena held her breath, watching the Eagle’s outline in the holo model.

“Now you see me,” Natalia said, then clicked on another button.

As if erased with a magic wand, the Eagle disappeared, leaving only the faint purple light of the space station visible on the screen.

Nico’s eyes sparkled in the gloomy light. “Now you don’t.”

Yalena finally found her smile—the cold, calculating, merciless smile of determination.

Watch out, Felix. An invisible fox is about to enter your hen house.
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Chapter 2. The Trinity
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They had breakfast as a family on the morning of the stealth mission. The commander’s apartment was a chaos of towels, baby powder, lotion bottles and clothes, piled on the sides of the changing table. Who knew babies required so much equipment?

Yalena stirred her porridge, too restless to muster any appetite, while Alec devoured his portion. On the other side of the table, Jen nibbled on a breakfast bar and Eric followed Heidi with his eyes, not touching his food. Yalena knew what he must be thinking. It had only been weeks since baby Marcus arrived and that made it too soon, awfully soon, for Heidi to be off.

Cooper rushed prepping baby food and feeding little Marcus, who wailed as if sensing that the day was one for goodbyes. Heidi sat with her parents, making lists of instructions for how to take care of the baby in her absence. With Cooper in command, they’d need the help. She glanced over at the baby with her eyes swollen. Judging by the bleak look on Eric’s face, he still wished he could recruit a second-year in her place.

In silence, rather than the usual chatter, the four finished breakfast and said their goodbyes. Yalena placed a small kiss on baby Marcus’ soft head, barely covered in mossy hair, making him wail a little in protest. Jen held him in turn while Eric stood glued in place like he might stay behind. In the end, they all cleared out before it was time for Heidi’s goodbye. None of them would be able to take it.

Despite the early hour, the STAR Academy floor was bustling. A crowd of new freshmen nervously started whispering to each other as soon as they saw the four of them enter. Eric gifted them with a polite smile that nonetheless seemed forced. Yalena still had a lot to learn from him about always having the spotlight like a target on your back.

The second- and third-year classes had already gathered. Yalena exchanged quick greetings with them, then signaled Sutton and Josie over. They leaned in, but amid the chatter they didn’t have to lower their voices to keep the conversation private.

“Are you ready?” Yalena studied Sutton and Josie in turn.

“Readier than you two.” Josie nodded at Yalena and Eric.

Sutton elbowed her playfully. “Please. The worst fight will be right here at STAR Academy, I tell you. The freshies seem like a handful and I’ll be all alone with them.”

“Karma works that way, doesn’t it?” Yalena said, fighting a smirk. “You’ll be fine. STAR Academy students tend to only disobey when they want to be given a real-life task. This year, it just so happens that you’ll have plenty to keep them busy with.”

“Get them ready for a fight for Unifier.” Eric’s voice was more serious than ever.

Yalena let the image seep in for just a second. Guns blazing at the purple shield. Small cells blacking out one after the other; Bluedrops launching fire at a monstrous Fian ship. She squeezed her eyes shut, and with a breath that was as forceful as a huff, she chased the image away. She wouldn’t let it come true.

Yalena placed a hand on Josie’s shoulder. “If we haven’t sent back any intel by the time the Fians cross the Belt, you will need to watch what they do and report back to Earth, Unifier and the Moon. Avoid an open conflict if the army really looks unbeatable. You’d best fight with the rest later.”

Eric gave both Sutton and Josie a sturdy handshake, after which Yalena hugged them in turn. Without any specific announcement, the third-years squeezed out of the room, hoping not to draw too much attention to themselves. That was the deal with stealth missions—there was no big send-off. Only high-ranking officers across the near worlds would ever hear of it. That way, if it failed, it would be forgotten.

Eric didn’t seem to mind though. He left without a second look at the first- and second-year STARs, so Yalena marched right out too, and hurried to catch up to him.

At the send-off, Cooper stood in the middle of the Unifier hangar with Chris, Jea, who Heidi threw occasional sullen looks at, and a burly Martian they introduced to Yalena as Bako Ataikiru. Eric gave Bako a small smile, like they already knew each other.

“Eric O’Donnell,” Bako said, his white teeth sparkling against the deep color of his skin. “It’s been too long.”

Eric leaned a little toward Yalena. “Bako was in my first round of Academy recruits. He’s a strategist and a pilot.”

That translated into Yalena’s mind to ‘a military leader’, but back then, STAR Academy had been more focused on research. “How did you get the board to take him on as a recruit?”

Eric made a face, swaying his head from side to side. “I had to push them to reconsider Bako, but they never regretted it.”

Yalena didn’t doubt that.

With Cooper in command, it wasn’t surprising he’d chosen Bako, Chris and Jea as his trustees. A trinity of STAR Academy alumni—one from each of the near worlds—to lead the collaboration between Unifier, Mars, Earth and the Moon in the conflict to come.

“I hear you’re headed to the belly of the beast,” Bako said. “God be with you, my friend.”

“Thanks, Bako.” Eric emphasized the “ah” in the name, true to the original Nigerian pronunciation. “Stay safe here, too.”

“You needn’t worry about me, my friend.” Bako raised his bushy eyebrows high. “Mars’ orbit won’t be in the way for months to come. I’ll work on the Martian council, try to get them to send fight squads to defend Earth when the time comes, but they’ll want to keep most of the fleet in defense mode around the red planet.”

“I understand,” Eric said right when Yalena had opened her mouth to argue back.

It seemed like Bako felt the need to justify that decision. “We’re too vulnerable under those domes. They weren’t built to last under fire from above.”

“We know,” Cooper jumped in, “but we still think they’ll target Unifier and Earth. We could use all the help you could offer.”

“Working on it, my friend,” Bako said.

Cooper quizzed Chris about his preparations back on Earth—he, too, wouldn’t be back on Unifier for a while.

“The Earthling pilots won’t train themselves,” Chris said, before giving them a wave goodbye with both hands.

Right after Chris left, Jea reassured Cooper that she’d be staying on Unifier to assist with ‘anything you need’. Heidi flushed like she was about to explode or, at the very least, punch Jea.

Thankfully, before any of those reactions, Bako pulled Eric and Yalena aside. “You’ve got three of ours on your mission.” He nodded toward the spot where Alec and Dave were tinkering with an open part of the Chimera—the Chameleon’s twin Eagle meant for Eric and his team. They were helping Reid with his pre-departure check-ups as Heidi’s second pilot.

“All top-level pilots we couldn’t do without on this mission,” Yalena said firmly.

“I’m not asking you to pull them from the assignment.” Bako’s face was stern. “But I also haven’t forgotten the first victim in this war was a Martian, may Adam rest in peace.” He kissed the tips of two fingers and pointed them up, as if to the heavens. “And the first attack happened on Mars. There are those among our ranks that feel we didn’t start this, and yet we’re paying the price.”

Yalena felt traces of anger threatening to bubble up inside her. She forced a calm tone. “That’s because we’re all in this together, all humans, no matter the planet or station we live on.”

“Bring the Martians back alive,” Bako said, “and I’ll have a stronger case to make for helping Unifier and Earth.”

Eric clasped his hands loosely behind his back as he gazed down at his feet. The level tone with which Bako reminded them of the gravity of their mission seemed to have shaken him. That worried Yalena. She suspected there was a point at which Eric might crack under the pressure...or dare she even think it? He could give up, terrified to lose more people close to him.

Yalena, on the other hand, had stilled her heart. She was itching to leave, to bend Felix’s world to her will. After all, if the Fians couldn’t see them, how would they stop them?

“We fully intend to bring everyone back,” Yalena said with a snap in her voice that made Bako square his shoulders.

The Martian gave Eric one last long and piercing look, disregarding Yalena. “I hope you will, my friend.”

After a terse nod, Eric walked away with his hands balled into fists.

Splendid, Yalena thought darkly. She almost wished for Alec’s explosive temper that would have pushed her to punch the likes of Bako. They didn’t need threats upon send-off. They needed inspiration.

But Bako wasn’t the enemy. Yalena clapped a hand on Eric’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”

Eric breathed noisily a few times, then turned around to face her. “Bako is a realist. He’s given us the insider intel others wouldn’t have bothered to share.”

Yalena almost snarled. Eric could paint things in their best light all he wanted, but it didn’t change the harsh truth. “Mars will be needed. We can’t lose their support.”

Eric licked his lips tentatively. “If Unifier called for help and Mars didn’t answer, Cooper, Chris and Jea will have a fight on their hands even harder than the one they’re preparing for.”

Yalena shook him with the hand she’d rested on his shoulder to stop him from ruminating. “That’s why Cooper has appointed this so-called Trinity. We have our mission, and Bako, Chris and Jea have theirs. The three of them need to make sure the near worlds will follow Cooper and unite for a defense.”

By the glum look in Eric’s clear, blue eyes, she wasn’t sure she’d breathed enough hope into him yet. A part of Yalena’s intuition screamed at her that her brother wasn’t ready, but it was too late.

Eric drew Yalena into a hug and kissed the top of her head lightly. “I’ll see you out there.”

Even though her heart wasn’t in it, she made a feeble attempt at a joke about the new invisibility tech. “Until you don’t.”
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Chapter 3. Stealth Operation
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Yalena asked Nico to go into stealth mode as soon as they had crossed the Unifier shield on the Chameleon. She really did need to test the tech before they’d left the inner planet radius, despite the faith she had in Nico and Natalia’s work.

Eric must have ordered to his crew to go into stealth mode too. There was symbolism in seeing Eric’s ship—the Chimera—disappear in front of Yalena’s eyes. It was the detail that had been missing, the reason they’d been confined to the near worlds, but no more. With a way to go undetected, the real work began now.

With the antimatter fuel generation method developed last year, the ships could burn through as much antimatter fuel as they produced. That cut roughly three days from the trip to the wormhole they’d taken in their first-year mission. They passed by one of the Belt checkpoints without revealing themselves, to test both the stealth tech and the patrols’ condition.

Josie had no doubt already flown there, lighter on her Bluedrop. The first Belt station consisted of various ships connected to a ring structure. Yalena thought they’d been quick to organize it and lucky that someone was willing to spend so much time at the border between the inner and outer planets to run the patrols. Despite their best efforts to bring civilization to the Belt, it was still a great black abyss out there.

Jupiter’s orbit had taken the gas giant far out of their way, but the Chameleon and the Chimera flew past Saturn on the second day of their trip. Yalena squinted at the radar output, and then immediately peered out of the viewing window.

“They’re here.” The level statement didn’t succeed in hiding Yalena’s indignation.

“Throwing noise at them to hide our radio communication with the Chimera,” Nico said, as if guessing Yalena’s next instinct.

She thanked him, then caught herself whispering on the line to Eric. “Do you see what I’m seeing?”

“It’s not a warship,” Eric’s voice came over the comms. “It must be a scout, spying on our next move without getting too close.”

“That means they’re still not ready to send that hellish army Sibel spoke of,” Yalena said. Eric would be able to read the subtext in that sentence. We’re not too late.

“Not yet, anyway,” her brother said. “We did need the stealth ships. Imagine what they’ve got waiting for us on the other side of that wormhole.”

It was hard for Yalena not to spend the remainder of the trip nervously tapping her fingers, thinking of the Fian welcome committee on the other side. Once she was in front of the wormhole—a blurry ring of buzzing strings in shades of purple—she forced herself to take a few deep breaths. The sight of the wormhole wasn’t as intimidating as it had been the first time she’d seen it, but it still unnerved her.

Nico’s face set into a frown. “Still can’t figure out how it hasn’t collapsed yet. Especially with gravitational time-dilation at zero.” His upper lip twitched, like that mystery had been bugging him in the background all this time.

“If the Fians keep using it to come here, then it has to be stable,” Yalena said. Unlike Nico, she didn’t have the mental space to add another mystery to the list.

Yalena leaned back in her seat. She’d waited months for this moment. “Alec, take us through.”

“Copy that,” he said from the first pilot seat. Then, he spoke on the comms to the Chimera. “Heidi, I’m going in.”

“See you on the other side,” Heidi replied.

The Chameleon lunged forward, diving nose-first into the purple haze. It only took a minute for the wormhole to spit them out in a solar system hundreds of light years away.

Yalena leaned forward in her seat, staring out of the viewing window. “Holy stars.”

A dozen Fian ships were parked around the wormhole exit. Alec swore and adjusted course swiftly to avoid nudging the nearest one.

“We need to get out of here fast,” Dave said. “Before Heidi bumps into us from behind.”

Yalena’s eyes stayed glued to the view outside as Alec sped away. The ships were smaller, more agile than the one Felix had taken to Unifier and Mars last year. They seemed made for pursuit and close-range battle. She didn’t remember the Fians having a fleet before. Perhaps that was what all the delay had been for. They’d been building it.

Peace was never an option, Felix had said before attacking on Mars. Building a fleet and using it against the near worlds was his choice—war.

Yalena flinched, realizing she’d probably never understand the full extent of Felix’s motives, but it didn’t matter. What mattered was that the Fians were preparing, hard.

Once they’d placed some distance between the Fian welcome committee and the Chameleon, Yalena forced herself to breathe normally. She’d expected this. The commander had expected it too—that’s why he’d researched stealth technologies. Still, the odd sensation that they’d be found out crept up inside her. What made it worse was not being able to call Eric. Even though the Chimera was around, they needed to limit the radio transmissions. The Fians were probably listening for any noise in the static and they wouldn’t expect much radio pollution on this side of the wormhole.

“So far so good,” Yalena said decisively. “Natalia, run a scan to compare the solar system to the last time we were here. If there’s an army in here, it has to be big. Let’s find it.”

“Well, same as last time,” Natalia piped in after a few minutes of typing. “Two planets and one large moon in the Goldilocks zone. The moon has too much argon in its atmosphere, so we’d need masks there. The two planets—Nova Fia and another, warmer world—seem to have breathable air.”

“If I were Felix, I wouldn’t want the army on Nova Fia.” Yalena thought out loud. “It’s too close to the civilians and the enemies he’s locked up.” She pressed her lips together. The image of her father and Sibel rotting away in a tiny, dark cell flashed in her mind.

Natalia pulled a holo image on her screen. “Then, it’s probably on the third planet in this solar system. It’s so close to Nova Fia that one could see it in the sky. It’s even hotter and more humid than Nova Fia.”

Yalena blinked at the screen showing the new world from space. “We’ll start there.”

“I detect no radio wave transmissions coming from it. It’s silent,” Nico said, as if to disagree.

Yalena didn’t let it sway her though. “If I were building a secret army, I would make sure it’s silent, too. Do we detect any settlements?”

Nico clicked his tongue. “No cities. Frankly, I’m surprised they didn’t settle here when they first arrived. Seems like a viable option.”

“All I’m finding are three small man-made structures, spread out in different parts of the globe,” Carmen said.

Yalena turned to her. “Research centers?”

Alec looked back to them from the first pilot seat. “Or the entrance to underground barracks to keep away from the heat.”

“Choose the closest one,” Yalena told Nico. “We’ll land in the vicinity.”

“Copy. What about the Chimera?”

Yalena paused to evaluate the situation. She’d have to send word to Eric eventually, but being so close to the Fian fleet made her wary. “Send them the landing coordinates only. A tight beam should keep us under the radar, unless they’re targeting us already.”

Nico got to work, while Yalena grasped the armrests of her chair in preparation for landing. Even from the clouds above, the world seemed covered in lush greenery, like a rainforest. A part of her was in awe. Humans would have industrialized it in a heartbeat. Perhaps the Fians knew better.

The Chameleon slipped under the sky-high trees. The foliage was deep green, with lianas falling from the trees and giant lily pads gently floating in the shallow lakes.

Yalena’s jaw dropped at the prehistoric scenery in front of her. “Wow.”

The landing wasn’t as rocky as the jungle terrain would have suggested. Alec’s injury felt like a remnant of the past. If it wasn’t for the gentle puffs of air that ruffled the plants below the Chameleon, it would have been impossible to spot any sign of the Eagles landing.

Natalia ran a more conclusive scan with Carmen by her side to confirm the results. They murmured to each other for a short while only, but Yalena felt restless, watching the small droplets of water stick to the viewing window.

Even though this world didn’t resemble Nova Fia very closely, Yalena relived the time they’d landed there. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake now—chasing butterflies and assuming they were safe.

This world was enemy terrain. She intended to treat it that way.

Yalena let the muscles on her face relax, but her eyes remained alert. “What’s the word, Natalia?”

Natalia took her time before replying. “Breathable air, rich in oxygen.”

“It’s incredible,” Carmen jumped in with much more excitement. “It’s similar to the levels that existed on Earth in the prehistoric age. We’ll need to use masks to gradually go up to that level, especially those who come from polluted air.” She kept her eyes on Yalena. That was meant for all the Earthlings, then.

“Sebastian, distribute the masks, please,” Yalena said. When he nodded, she moved over to Theo. “Monitor our vitals when we’re out there. If you see anyone struggling, you let me know.”

“Copy that,” Theo said.

Yalena positioned the mask Sebastian gave her over her nose and mouth. The elastic fit comfortably around the back of her head, yet she wished she could take it off. Any object they brought into this new environment was another potential trace they might leave behind. The cloaking of the Chameleon had protected them for long enough, but it couldn’t hide them now.

Despite that, Yalena sounded confident when she briefed her team. “Your Berries are loaded with the location of the Chameleon and the Chimera. If something goes wrong, get back to the closest Eagle and wait for us to regroup.”

No muffled concerns. No scared faces peeking back at her. Second year at STAR Academy had indeed turned them into soldiers.

Yalena signaled to Dai. “Open the gate.”

The sense of deja-vu was overwhelming. Yalena hopped off the Eagle and into the greenery below. Her boots sank into the muddy soil underneath with a satisfying sucking sound.

The rest of the crew followed behind her, but no one chatted. Dai sealed the Chameleon. One could only tell it was there by the slight movement of the air around it, like the summer haze over a hot road.

Yalena checked the Berry fixed on the back of her wrist. Two yellow dots on the map Nico had preloaded on their devices showed the location of the Eagles. Heidi had landed the Chimera nearby. One by one, the Chimera crew popped out of another hazy spot in the jungle.

“Hey,” Eric whispered the greeting. “Any sign of them yet?”

Yalena shook her head, like avoiding speaking would ensure the success of the operation. But that wasn’t just it. She was concentrating, extending the vibe outward or at least willing it to probe the new surroundings.

She couldn’t fight the sensation that they were intruding on someone else’s territory, but she pushed the feeling down. Enemies didn’t get to keep their privacy.

Eric and the Chimera crew drew out their weapons and established a parameter around the Eagles. Only Jen joined Natalia and Carmen, who’d started gathering probes from the new world.

Yalena and Eric huddled over Nico’s open metallic briefcase of gadgets.

“I’m thinking,” Nico said, “we should use the drones to check a wider parameter.”

“Send one circling around us and another to the Fian base. We need to know how it’s being guarded.” Eric glanced over at Yalena to check she agreed.

She confirmed and Nico entered the new task into his Berry. The drones came alive at once and shot out of their molds in the briefcase.

Yalena forced a deep breath out. They’d trained for this, she thought. This time, they’d come prepared.

The sounds of her classmates moving in the mud around her felt boosted to her ears.

“Boss, come check this out,” Natalia called her over.

The holo over Natalia’s tablet projected a structure of a chemical compound in blue light.

“Novofex,” Jen announced.

“We extracted it from the water.” Carmen pointed to the small sample tube attached to the side of the tablet.

“This means they can survive here, the Fians.” Even though it sounded like a general observation, Jen watched carefully for Yalena’s reaction.

Yalena scanned the limited part of the jungle she could see through the dense foliage. “Then, where are they?”

As if on cue, Nico cursed. “One of the drones is down.” He gave his Berry a good shake, as if to get better signal. “I think it got taken out.”

Yalena and Eric didn’t even have to signal their teams. The first line of defense leveled their sonic guns, ready to shoot.

Eric slipped his hand into his silvery protective glove and then turned to Yalena. She felt glued where she was standing, and not just because her boots were caked in mud. Her eyes darted from the tree branches to the damp, black ground and then to her classmates’ faces. She couldn’t escape the sensation of being watched.

“What about the other drone?” she asked.

“It’s surveilling the establishment,” Nico said. “It seems abandoned. Plants covering the front gate like it hasn’t been used in years. Wait... Damn it!” Nico’s face turned ashen as he hit refresh on his Berry. “We lost the second drone.”

Yalena didn’t even dare blink. Despite having been preparing this mission for months, she still felt like a child, trying to make sense of the world they were seeing for the first time.

“Are they out there?” Eric waited a little too long for her reaction. “Yalena?”

Deep inside her, the vibe twitched. “I don’t know.” She tried to focus on the vibe, to pin down a feeling, the way Sibel had taught her to, but the remnants of a vibe she caught were erratic and confusing. “There’s someone with a vibe out there,” she said at last. “But they’re blocking me.” She didn’t want to say “confusing me”. It probably wasn’t the best idea, but she signaled in the direction she thought she’d sensed the Fian presence. “This way.”

Despite the certain feeling that the vibe was nimble and too fast to pinpoint, she decided to try and track it.

Eric’s uneven breathing next to her barely registered over the focused way she was overextending her vibe. “What’s happening? What do you feel?”

“I can’t be certain.” It pained her to admit it. “But if the Fians have created anything to mask their vibe or make them faster, possibly stronger, I imagine that’s what their vibe would be like.”

“A genetically enhanced army?” Jen whispered from behind.

“I wouldn’t put it past Felix,” Eric said. “So let’s find them.”

Yalena swallowed, feeling like the heavy, hot air was clinging to the back of her throat. “Not just find them, but find a weakness, stop them if we can.”

“Yes, we’re ecstatic about your growing list of demands, boss,” Natalia chimed in, sounding sulky.

Alec’s voice was a low hum. “Nat, shut up.”

Yalena’s boots started sinking deeper and deeper into the mud with each step. The third-years halted when they came to the edge of a small lake. Its water was dark, barely reflecting the little sunlight that could squeeze through the lush treetops above. Alec, Reid, Sebastian and Michael established a parameter, while Jen, Natalia and Carmen proceeded further with taking probes, this time from the soil.

Yalena moved through the knee-high grass which resembled papyrus. She couldn’t distinguish her features when she looked down at the murky lake water. Perhaps it was her own aversion to natural basins, but she was fairly certain the water would be poisonous.

She’d have to walk away from the lake if she wanted to keep tracking the strange vibe she’d felt. The water would deafen it. But something caught her eye— a sand wave underneath the blurry surface. Yalena leaned in closer. She wasn’t imagining it. The murky water shifted again and splashed. Fast like a whip, a creature with a set of long spiky jaws shot out of the lake.

Yalena staggered back and slipped into the mud. Her eyes barely took in the scaly body of the beast—an odd cross between an alligator and a shark—before it pulled her by the leg, and she fell into the grimy waters of the lake. Her feet couldn’t feel the bottom. A panicked gasp was the last breath of fresh air she inhaled before she was pulled under.

Yalena forced herself to resist the instinct to breathe in. The simple air-filtration mask was no use against the murky water. The body of the beast was long and strong. Yalena held her eyes shut, while the creature weaved around her in a deadly hug, but the water isolated the vibe.

Resistance was futile. She was sinking deeper, and unable to hold her breath anymore, she let out a string of bubbles. The dread of dying there, suffocating in the brownish depths, made Yalena force her eyes open. The dirty water stung, but the big yellow slit on the side of the monster’s head stared back at her. The beast twirled her in the water.

Choking on the last air in her lungs, Yalena couldn’t believe it. It wasn’t attacking her. Otherwise its sharp teeth would have reduced her to bloody chunks of meat already. It was playing with her. Because it had felt what she’d felt. A sense of familiarity.

The vibe.

Yalena’s boots grew heavy with water and pulled her further down. She had to fight her way out fast. She placed a hand on the scruffy, scaly body of the monster. Even though she knew the water must be isolating her vibe, Yalena still forced it out like a beacon. The monster’s limbs untangled from her ever so slightly. She pushed up, desperate for air.

Her head broke the surface for a second, just enough to let her get in another breath, before she felt a light tug at her boot. Her playmate didn’t seem to be done with her. Yalena twirled in the water with the scaly beast, but pushed herself up to the surface, stronger this time.

When they popped up to the surface again, Alec’s robust arm caught Yalena and hauled her to shore. He must have been ready to jump in after her. Yalena removed the soaked-through mask and coughed up brown water for a minute. Natalia had been right. This air was different, almost too potent, so she needed a second to ease into breathing it in.

When she glanced up, Eric was standing before the rest of their classmates, gun ready to fire. “Jaws off my sister, pal.”

The creature’s vibe washed over Yalena as soon as the immediate threat of choking to death on murky water had been avoided. It was wild, brisk, restless. But it wasn’t bloodthirsty.

Yalena raised a hand, hoping to halt Eric’s command. “Don’t!”

Her brother’s face didn’t twitch, and his gun remained leveled for a shot. “Yalena...” Eric said through clenched teeth. “Duck, please.”

“This creature has the vibe.” Each word caused the air in her lungs to burn, so she panted. “It’s Fian...somehow.”

The vibe Yalena was trying to hold onto was slipping away. She didn’t have to look at the brown waters to know the creature had retreated there. The entire third-year class, though, stared unblinking behind her, frozen with their fingers on the sonic guns’ triggers.

Slowly, as if poking through thick layers of the polymer that made their Eagles invisible, the erratic vibe she’d first felt in this jungle resurfaced. Yalena rose to her feet in the breathless silence. Afraid to make a sudden movement, she didn’t even wipe the wet hair from her face as she turned around.

The tall reptile behind her bared its teeth. It was an almost exact copy of a velociraptor. Nostrils flaring, it studied her without producing the slightest sound.

Yalena poured all her concentration into not letting her vibe betray her. The tingly sensation in her fingers, the blood pumping in her veins faster and faster, the wide-eyed look. She had to dull it all, even when the nearby bushes ruffled, and she spotted a bright yellow eye or a tail here and there.

These prehistoric hunters probably moved in packs. If they were Felix’s secret weapons, they must have been trained to attack in packs, too. The only reason she was alive—and the only way to get her classmates out—was to use the vibe. To fool the creatures into submission.

Not daring to blink, Yalena forced a slow breath in and out. She couldn’t flinch.

The raptor lowered its long head closer to her and sniffed her. Yalena turned down the volume on that voice inside her that wanted to scream, to run and hide. She kept her chin up, refusing to blink.

“What’s the plan, Yalena?” Eric grunted through clenched teeth behind her.

She had to believe it or else it wouldn’t work. “It will come to me.”
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Chapter 4. Monster Vibe
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The yellow eye of the velociraptor stared at Yalena, unblinking. She was steady, but her mind raced. How long would these creatures observe them before they realized most of the students had no vibe? What would they do then?

She felt the prehistoric monsters studying her classmates, while letting the guard down on their vibe ever so slightly. Underneath it was no playful creature like the one from the lake. They exuded hunger. Untamed power. Ferociousness.

As much as she didn’t want to give them an inch, Yalena needed to think of an extraction plan, because if it came to a clash, the instincts of these predators would eclipse the third-years’ STAR Academy training.

Moving her lips as little as possible, Yalena whispered, “Back away slowly. To the Eagles. No sudden movements.”

She waited, straining her senses to feel the others retreating behind her. Turning around would be too much of a risk. Instead, she had to focus on those yellow eyes tracking her. She had to keep them glued to herself, to demand obedience from the beast before her.

The seconds dragged out with only feeble sounds of knee-high grass crushed under her classmates’ boots. Yalena’s eyes grew watery. She clenched her jaw, determined to hold out until the others made it back to the Eagles.

“Yalena.” Eric’s voice was a low hiss.

He didn’t have to say more. The vibe seeped in and Yalena squinted a little to focus. She felt the raptors’ communication. The vibe they shared allowed them to coordinate and assemble into a circle around her classmates.

“Don’t shoot,” Yalena warned. “Walk between them.”

She couldn’t stay with her back to her classmates anymore and she couldn’t remove her eyes from the raptor in front of her. Slowly, she raised a hand, as if it could signal peace. A humid gush of monster breath felt warm against her hand when she placed it in front of the creature’s large nostrils. The yellow eyes focused on her palm, as the raptor sniffed it.

In one fluid movement, Yalena turned away. The sight that had unraveled behind her almost made her break the confidence she sought to emulate through the vibe. Alec was the closest one to her. He had taken aim at the beast in front of Yalena, as if all the others didn’t exist. Behind him, Natalia, Jen, Nico and Dave stood back to back, guns at the ready, like a lotus flower about to rain fire in all directions.

And then, between two of the raptors, Heidi was taking small and slow steps, reaching a hand over to Eric, who’d crossed over first. A breath felt trapped in Yalena’s lungs. One second of distraction, one flinch in her vibe, and the nearest raptor wouldn’t hesitate to attack.

Miraculously, Heidi made it to the other side, followed by Sebastian and Theo. Dai was frozen in his place when he whispered for Carmen to go first. She was trembling uncontrollably. Yalena couldn’t help but want to shake her head. They had to send the others through first. Carmen’s ragged breaths were audible from meters away.

Carmen took a step closer to the creatures, almost whimpering. Yalena wanted to stop her, to shout out a warning at her, but it was too late. She felt the thirst ebb in the raptors’ vibe. They sensed the weakness. In one simultaneous movement, the two raptors on either side of Carmen shared a quick look and then their sharp jaws bit, fast like a rattlesnake, splashing red and pulling the girl’s body apart.

A part of Yalena screamed inside her, but her body was petrified. The red splash bathed her classmates and gave the raptors the signal they’d been waiting for. Jumping on their hind legs, the creatures broke the circle they’d formed. Yalena only caught a glimpse of Eric and Heidi, shooting sonic blasts at the beasts before breaking into a run. It wouldn’t take the raptors long to get on their trail again, but the immediate threat was to the small group of Jen, Nico, Natalia, Dave, Reid and Alec, who had all stayed with Yalena.

The Martians and Natalia fired sonic blasts left and right, while Nico and Jen crouched over his metal briefcase, fumbling through its contents. Two new drones flew out and rose high above the fight. Nico was scouting for the best escape route.

It wasn’t until the throaty sound the raptor made behind her back that Yalena realized the creature was still there, possibly the only one that hadn’t moved an inch in the attack. She turned back to monster with glowing yellow eyes. Its nostrils flared. It was still trying to place her vibe, to understand who she was, but Yalena wasn’t about to waste time on it anymore. She plunged with the vibe, scanning the creature’s conscience for a weakness, any weakness.

“Nico,” Yalena shouted over the sound of blasts behind her. “Hit them with something loud.”

The drones shifted in the air above them and, on command, they let out a high-pitched blare. Yalena knew it had worked as soon as the yellow slits of the raptor’s eyes closed and the it let out a pained shriek. The creatures’ cries mixed together, like a panicked conversation.

“Run, now!” Alec shouted.

Yalena forced her legs to move, but she knew they only had seconds before the raptors recovered. With the drones blaring above them, the group pushed through the muddy grass back to the Eagles.

But the raptors’ revenge followed fast. Two high jumps from the sides took down the drones. One of the blaring alarms died instantly. The other only ceased after the raptor destroyed the entire device with its jaw like a rabid dog.

Jen and Natalia ran ahead, while the Martians brought in the rear. Yalena stumbled along with Nico, squirming as the bloodthirsty wilderness of the creatures screamed at her through the vibe.

When they got to the Eagles though, her stomach plummeted at the sight.

The Chameleon had materialized, probably Sebastian’s idea to make it easier for the crew to get to safety. The Eagle’s gate was closed, and a raptor jumped straight in front of it, placing itself in Dai and Sebastian’s way. They halted. Dai shot out a blast, but missed, and the Eagle shook from the commotion. The creature attacked Sebastian, its jaws closing around his sonic gun. Then, it pulled the weapon, making Sebastian fly to the side and smash against the Eagle. Yalena didn’t keep her gaze on him long enough to see if he moved again after he crumpled to the ground.

The Chimera crew had managed to squeeze a few people inside their Eagle. Heidi stood at the gate, shooting to cover for those that still needed to make it to safety.

“Theo, get inside,” Eric screamed, but his eyes searched the group for Jen.

Under Heidi’s fast shooting Jen, Nico and Theo made it inside the Chimera.

“Yalena,” Nico shouted over his shoulder. “We need to get the Chameleon open.”

“Leave it to me,” Yalena said. “Stay there.”

It didn’t matter who made it to which Eagle. Given the blood mixing into the mud in her feet, Yalena had probably not even seen all the classmates they’d lost.

She raced to Dai, who was firing to give them cover, his back to the Eagle. Yalena entered the unlocking sequence into the panel by the gate. She turned back to see Dave and Natalia sprint to the gate.

“Alec?” Her scream tore the air. She saw him alone with Reid, surrounded by four raptors who were closing in around them. One jumped, but got a silver fist in its jaw from Alec, and it wailed in pain. Reid was shooting in all directions, pressing the trigger faster than the weapon could recharge.

“Get inside,” Dai shouted at Yalena. “We can’t do this without you, so get in, I’ll help them.” He ran out before she could stop him.

Yalena fired at the raptors surrounding Alec and Reid, but they were out of range.

“Get in here!” Natalia shrieked from inside the Chameleon. Yalena climbed up, but she remained by the gate, ready to cover the boys in their escape.

The raptors grew in numbers, and only a few poked at the Eagles. They were smart. They knew they’d only be able to get to the students out in the open.

Yalena’s blood turned to ice in her veins. She wanted to scream out Alec’s name again, but she’d only be breaking his concentration.

It all happened in a matter of seconds.

Two raptors jumped at Alec and Reid, separating their back-to-back stand. Alec’s gun flew out of his hand, but he found the electrocuting bar in time to jab it under the raptor’s neck. The electrical shock was only enough to agitate the creature. Its head flung back and then its amber eyes found the bar. As quickly as it had attacked, it backed away, screeching. For a second it evaluated Reid, who was still shooting sonic blasts, before it realized he didn’t have an electrocuting bar in his hand.

“Reid!” Alec’s scream came too late. So did his effort to derail the raptor by jabbing the electrocuting bar into its ribcage.

The creature jumped at Reid from behind, sharp nails digging into the Martian’s back. Reid screamed and dropped to his knees. His sonic gun fell out of his hands, then his body splashed into a pool of mud, which turned crimson with blood.

Dai pulled Alec back. “Run! It’s too late for him. Run!”

They sprinted back to the Eagles and split away from each other to confuse the raptors on their trail. Dai ran to the Chimera, which was hovering a foot above the grass, ready for take-off. Alec raced toward the Chameleon, a raptor close behind him.

“Get us in the air,” Yalena shouted back at Dave. The Eagle hummed for launch. 

Fumbling clumsily, Yalena took her electrocuting bar out, jammed the electric wave button in and threw it at the raptor following Alec. Alec ducked to avoid it, almost falling to the muddy ground. With boots heavily caked in mud, he made a final jump onto the gate of the Chameleon, which was still down. Yalena grabbed onto him, praying that Dave could take them away fast, even with the gate gaping. Alec pulled himself onto the platform, leaving the raptors jumping down below, getting smaller as the wind blasted at him and Yalena.

She pulled him inside by the hand and sealed the gate, panting heavily. Neither of them had enough resolve to get back on their feet just yet.

The Chameleon crew as of that moment consisted of Alec, Dave, Natalia and Yalena. Some from her crew surely had made it to the Chimera, like Nico, Theo and Dai. But what of the others?

Alec squeezed Yalena’s arm above the elbow. She met his gaze and nodded, even though the last thing she felt was fine. He pulled himself up and headed to his first pilot seat.

Yalena found herself facing Natalia—her face smeared with mud and sweat. Without a word she pushed Yalena into the med chamber they also used as a shower.

She unzipped Yalena’s jacket and pulled it off. “We need to disinfect you.”

She proceeded to pull Yalena’s top over her head forcefully.

“Hey!” Yalena protested, but Natalia’s comeback was too fast to leave room for an argument.

“Who knows what you might have been exposed to in that water. I’m not looking forward to catching some alien bacterial infection from you.”

Yalena stared at her wide-eyed.

“What?” Natalia snapped at her. “Nothing is out of the question anymore.”

But Yalena’s objection hadn’t been borne out of disagreement. She was reeling. The sight of the Chameleon, more than half empty, screamed at her, echoing inside her skull. She’d been in denial of how dangerous this mission still was. She’d thought herself prepared. The blood of her classmates now marred the image of that illusion.

Yalena’s lips trembled. “Reid, Carmen, Sebastian... Who else did we lose?”

Natalia’s throat seemed to pulse. She looked away, and the response came from Dave. “Jasper and Andrej from the Chimera crew.”

Yalena felt small. Smaller than ever before. “It’s all my fault...” she whispered. “They trusted me when I said we were ready for this. We weren’t.”

“We never could have prepared for that,” Alec said. “More time wouldn’t have helped us.” 

Yalena swallowed painfully. Nothing could have prepared them for this. Just like nothing could prepare them for what was next.

Natalia turned back to Yalena, gesturing for her to hand over the rest of her soaking clothes. “Take all that off, I’ll sterilize it.”

Yalena obeyed and followed Natalia’s directions for the right settings on the shower. The steam stung her eyes, but she refused to close them. She knew the faces she’d see if she let her eyelids fall.

She never realized the exact moment she took her next decision, but it was final. It swam up in her mind as if of its own accord. Now nothing could sway her from that new course of action.

She pulled on fresh clothes as fast as possible and exited the miniature shower to find Natalia spraying the insides of the Eagle with disinfectant. It was probably wise, but to Yalena, it seemed more like stress cleaning.

Yalena collapsed into her team leader chair, fighting the strangled feeling the emptiness of the Chameleon left her with.

“I’m calling Eric,” she said. “We’re way in over our heads.”

Dave turned back in his seat. “Are we going back?”

Yalena punished herself for a second, thinking how much her modest crew of three would probably like her to confirm that. “No, but they are.”

Leaving no room for any of them to jump in with questions, Yalena dialed Eric.

“Are you all right?” he asked instead of a greeting. Protocol wasn’t something to keep to right now.

“We’re fine,” Yalena said, assuming he’d meant all of them. A small voice in her head told her he’d meant just her, though.

Alec turned on the stealth tech as soon as they neared the treetops. The Eagle kept rising, and Yalena assumed the Chimera was doing the same, although it had disappeared in front of her eyes.

“We can send Dai, Theo and Michael back to you on Bluedrops.” Eric sounded like he had to struggle to produce each word. His voice was so weak.

“Take me off loudspeaker,” Yalena said.

Eric switched to a private channel. “What’s wrong?”

“How about everything?” She sniffed the tears away. “We lost five of our people today. Just like that. In a matter of minutes. We were so delusional to think we were ready.”

“Everyone on our crew knew this was a mission into the unknown. They knew the risks,” Eric whispered, making Yalena feel like he wasn’t completely confident saying this in front of the crew. They couldn’t hear her, but they still got his part of the conversation.

Yalena’s throat throbbed. “The stealth tech was supposed to protect us. We should have known it wasn’t going to be enough.”

“It was an error in judgment.”

Eric’s admission kicked the air out of Yalena’s lungs. She’d expected him to argue back, to try to convince her it wasn’t their fault, but that was the old Eric. He’d been the light in her dark days. Now he stewed in darkness and needed her to pull him out. Only she was a novice at it.

“I need you to turn back,” she said.

“Back to the near worlds?” It didn’t sound like the idea had crossed his mind until then.

“Back to a place where you won’t be risking the lives of everyone on your team every second of every day. The mistake we made wasn’t just believing we could handle the Fian secrets. It was the organization as well. These teams are too big, too many people to keep safe. Perhaps it’s better that we split up like this.”

“I can’t leave you here.” Eric’s tone returned to that commanding note, which always reminded Yalena of his father.

“You can and you will, before someone else gets hurt.” She wasn’t going to give in. “Think about it. I have two pilots. Natalia will handle science and chem. I’ll step in for medical and security.” There was a long breathless pause. When Eric didn’t break it, Yalena spoke again. “With me I have everyone I need for a truly stealth mission. A crew small enough to move undetected—mean and lean.”

“We came here together. We have a mission. We can’t leave at the first sign of trouble.” For a second, he sounded like the old Eric, like the stubborn genius, who’d often been the less cautious of the two.

“Eric...” Yalena didn’t mean to guilt him into it, but the argument he couldn’t refute had already formed. “You’re not running. You’re saving the others. I can’t defend everyone with my vibe.”

Eric huffed on the line. His next sentence was a whisper. “I can’t let you go. I just got you.”

“You always had me, Eric.” She felt her eyes water. “Even before we knew we were family. And it’s our family you need to protect now. Please, get Heidi out of here. You and I both know we never should have brought her.”

Eric cleared his throat awkwardly. Heidi would deem it ridiculous for an entire mission to change course for her benefit. She’d hate the special treatment, especially after she’d been itching to make herself useful again, but Yalena didn’t care. The decision was Eric’s and hers to live with. After the way they’d both grown up, not knowing their birth mother, it came as no surprise that Eric didn’t fight Yalena’s last argument.

“I’ll tell Cooper and the Trinity what we found here and about the Fian border controls. We’ll get ready.”

It was a promise Yalena found only a little comforting, but she nodded. “We lost some really good people today. Let’s not lose more. I know Jen didn’t have time to start Dana’s research yet. I think we should.”

“Are you sure?” Yalena had seen Eric’s question coming. “If it’s research into a bio weapon—that’s rather extreme. I thought we’d find another way to defend ourselves.”

“I thought so too. I hoped so, but so far, we haven’t.” Yalena’s lower lip trembled. “If today was any indication, we need to accept extreme as the new norm.”
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Chapter 5. Ice Age

[image: image]


Yalena splashed some water on her tired face, but it didn’t help. The dark circles under her eyes stayed true to their purple hue. Guilt, stress and the feeling of being trapped inside the Chameleon had been taking their toll.

A harsh knock on the door of the microscopic bathroom created an echo inside. Yalena wiped her face dry and opened the door, coming face to face with Natalia.

The girl’s black eyes bore into Yalena with an unforgiving stare. “About time,” Natalia spat out. Then, she pushed to get inside without waiting for Yalena to step aside. Their shoulders crashed and pain stabbed Yalena’s other side, where she’d bumped into the door frame.

She fought a grimace. “What’s your problem Natalia?”

The Moonie flipped a handful of her luscious hair back defiantly. “Let me see, let me see. Oh, right. It’s a skinny half alien that’s about to lead us into the next trap.”

Natalia’s pout froze in anticipation of Yalena’s outburst, but the leader in Yalena couldn’t let that happen. Despite how true each of Natalia’s remarks sounded, she had to keep calm. Nothing could be worse for morale and the success of their next move than Natalia running amok with accusations.

“How many times do we have to go over this?” Yalena forced her voice to sound firm. Commanding. “A smaller team makes us more agile. The vibe can help us stay alive...”

Natalia made a show of a slow eye roll. “Oh, yeah? Well, forgive me if I’m not overflowing with confidence in you right now.” She whirled around in the door frame, shoving Yalena out with both hands. “We’ve looped around that ice moon twice already. I’ve told you all I can about its composition and environment. But even you’re too freaked out to land, aren’t you?”

Yalena’s jaw set at the stab of that remark. “I’m not freaked out. I’m trying to get us prepped.” It was a lie and the truth at the same time.

Judging by the way Natalia’s eyes narrowed, she knew that. “Something like that freak raptor attack is bound to happen again. You brought us here for slaughter and that’s not what I signed up for.”

Natalia slammed the button on the side panel, making the door close in front of Yalena’s face. Staring at the metallic material and knowing Natalia had to be doing the same on the other side, Yalena whispered, “You know it’s only going to get worse if we don’t stop them.” No sound came from inside the bathroom. “I expect you ready for descent in fifteen minutes.”

Yalena bit on her lip, wishing for the heavy knot in her stomach to untangle. She’d hoped giving the team a little time would help them adjust and collect themselves before the next part of their erratic plan, but perhaps it only was only making them grow more nervous.

She glanced over at Dave and Alec in the pilots’ seats. They had gone rigid—half turned to let their eyes meet—a silent conversation taking place between them, the kind only best friends could have. The kind she’d had countless times with Eric or Jen.

Yalena walked back to the leader’s chair, struggling to contain a sigh. More than anything, she wanted to stretch her legs and venture outside the confinement of the Eagle.

Alec approached from the first pilot seat, his bushy eyebrows rising high on his forehead. “I don’t mean to agree with her...”

“But it’s time to land,” Yalena finished for him. “I know.” She could tell Natalia whatever sounded best, but under Alec’s warm gaze, Yalena had no way of deceiving herself. “I don’t know how to prepare us for what’s next.”

Alec’s full lips tensed. “I don’t think you can. We’ll have to trust the Chameleon to keep us hidden.”

Yalena nodded. “And the vibe to give us a split second of warning.”

Dave turned back in the second pilot seat. He must have given up on pretending not to hear their conversation. His dark complexion hid any signs of anxiety well. “Let’s get this done, so we can go home.”

***
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YALENA WATCHED THE icy moon come closer, until it occupied the entire front window. When Alec dove into the atmosphere, Natalia started her report—seemingly having recovered from her outburst.

“Nitrogen levels are high, so keep your masks strapped on well,” she said. “If you remove your mask here, you won’t be able to breathe.”

Yalena squared her shoulders, tensing. “Any signs of bio activity?”

Natalia sulked, despite delivering on each request. “No release of carbon dioxide or methane that I can detect. The world looks empty.” From the closest workstation to Yalena’s right, Natalia glared at her. “This doesn’t mean they aren’t there, though. I wouldn’t be able to spot a hidden army by small variations in the gases alone.”

Yalena grasped the armrests of her chair tight when she felt the Chameleon plunging down toward the surface. “Would the ice be stable enough to land on?”

Natalia’s big mouth seemed to chew on the question before she replied with disdain. “The Chameleon could never break this ice. The moon is frozen solid. I only detect liquid surface flows around the equator and, based on the two loops we did around this moon, it seems they freeze at night.”

Yalena let Natalia’s attitude slide. “What about the geyser areas?”

“It’s only a little spot around the north pole. I didn’t detect any sort of a construction or settlement around it. What are the odds the Fians just ignored this world on account of not being able to breathe here?”

“Nil,” Alec said, even if his fixed eyebrows suggested he was focused on the landing.

“They’d use it for something, at the very least as a research base,” Yalena said.

“There’s no sign of any base,” Natalia said. “Unlike the...the raptor world.”

Yalena blinked slowly, wanting to glance over the tremble in Natalia’s voice when she mentioned the raptors. She refocused, trying to think like Felix, to see this world the way the enemy would. “Land at the foot of those mountains. They could have built a lair underneath or used the caves below to hide.”

Dave tried to sound optimistic, too. “Plus, it will be easier to hide the Chameleon. Even with stealth tech, it would leave landing marks in the snow.”

Yalena nodded, more to herself than to Dave. The landing was light and comfortable, despite the slippery ice below. Alec flew into an opening in the rocks, where the Eagle fit snugly. The space ahead, between the rocky walls of the opening, was too narrow for the Chameleon.

“We’re on foot from here onward,” Alec said, letting the engine hum die.

Yalena turned to Natalia. “Do we detect any heat signatures?”

Natalia still avoided accidentally meeting her eyes. “The rocks seem to be at least twenty degrees warmer than the rest of the planet, but deeper down.”

Dave positioned himself by Natalia’s workstation, looking down at her holo screen. “Could it be geyser warmth?”

“Doubtful. It’s steady, while geysers would have peak points.”

Yalena tried to ignore the tightness in her throat. “Sounds like an underground construction then.” It was time to kick back into action, even descend into reckless offense again if she had to. Her voice turned to steely resolve. “Suit up.”

It brought her some relief to see that no one argued back.

Yalena unbuckled herself from her seat and pulled on a thin exposure suit, while the rest of the crew followed her lead.

“The pressure is at 1.08 atm, so the suit is mainly to feed us oxygen,” Natalia explained as she screwed in her helmet until it clicked into place.

“Seems smart,” Alec said. “Hiding an army barracks under the rocks on an unwelcoming ice world. Who’d come looking, right?”

Yalena had the feeling he was itching to get to the end of their mission, even if he’d tried his best to sound calm. “We did, and we’ll leave no stone unturned.”

Once all suits were secured, Dave opened the gate of the Eagle. He jumped into a puff of snow, gun raised at the ready. Natalia headed out after him.

“Check the parameter,” Yalena said.

“Thanks for throwing us to the wolves first, boss.”

Yalena left Natalia’s sarcasm on her list of things to care about later. She pulled Alec by the hand. He gently touched the side of Yalena’s helmet in a gesture that would have been endearing if she were able to feel his fingers on her skin.

His warm eyes bore into her. “What is it?”

“We can’t afford to fail again.” Her throat felt tight. “But if we do, there’s only one other place left to go.”

Alec’s eyebrows squelched closer together. He must have guessed the world she had in mind. “Felix still has enemies on Nova Fia. Any army he’s hiding would be in much more danger closer to them.”

Yalena fumbled for the right words. “No, I mean, I do believe the army is here, but if they sense us, if something goes wrong again...” She had to divert her gaze. “I need you to follow my orders. Any order I give, even course Cattleya.”

“If you need me to step in and lead a defense, in case we’re attacked, I’ll do it.”

The resolve in Alec’s eyes chipped away at her confidence. “If something goes wrong again,” Yalena whispered, and this time she knew she had to say it. “If I tell you to leave, you have to leave. Get help.”

She watched the expression on Alec’s face change from shock to a frown of realization. “We don’t have any allies on this side of the wormhole to ask for help.”

“We do,” Yalena insisted. “Felix must be keeping Sibel and Blaine somewhere. And maybe even...” She couldn’t bring herself to say it, but Alec would be able to sense what she meant.

“Your father?” 

“If he’s still alive.”

Alec scratched his lower lip with his teeth in a slow motion. “They’d be guarded more heavily than even a secret army.”

“That’s why you’re the only one who can find them. You don’t have a vibe that will set them off.” Her eyelids fluttered in multiple blinks to interrupt the intense way he stared at her.

“Why are we talking about this now?” Alec motioned to the gaping gate. “We only need to see this army, to understand what’s so unbeatable about them. Now that we’re down to four people, we can’t engage. It would be suicide. So, if we strike out, we’ll regroup later.”

Yalena kept the next statement to herself through pursed lips.

There might not be enough time for that.
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Chapter 6. The Chase
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The thin layer of dry snow crunched under their boots. It covered the ice that seemed to go all the way to the core of this world. Yalena’s breaths clouded the bottom of her helmet—a reaction against the cold outside.

“Adjust the temperature inside the suit if you get visibility issues,” Natalia instructed, a little too bossily for Yalena’s taste.

She played with the settings until her suit adjusted. She took each step cautiously—the stretch from the Eagle’s landing spot down the crack between the rocks was anything but a path. Jagged rocks covered the terrain, making the otherwise smooth surface look unwelcoming.

Being the last one down, Yalena slipped in her hurry, but Alec quickly pulled her back up.

“You inspire such confidence, boss,” Natalia mocked.

Yalena didn’t even grace her with a sneer. It was Natalia’s talent to always catch her at her worst.

“The opening widens further in.” Dave pointed ahead. “Do you reckon they booby trapped it?”

“Not if they trust their patrols by the wormhole.” Alec leaned in to get a better look.

“I’m not in the mood to take chances,” Yalena said impatiently. “What can we scan for?”

Natalia tilted her head inside the helmet, thinking. “Given the shape of the opening, I’d say we need to check for cameras and any triggers, such as lasers or signs of trapdoors.”

Without waiting for a command, they spread out a little, studying the cave walls. To Yalena, they seemed like perfectly natural rock formations.

“I’ll start a search for nearby devices, let’s see what pops up,” Yalena said after a minute. “They have been using human tech after all.”

She tried her best to follow the instructions Nico had left as part of the mission prep. Since they didn’t have any drones left, she ran the command directly through her tablet. It scanned a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the surroundings. The radar light blinked, searching for any devices. Then, it beeped.

Yalena blinked at her tablet. “We’ve got two hits, parked side by side about five hundred meters into the cave opening.”

Natalia reached over and scrolled down Yalena’s tablet with one hand. “The heat signature scan doesn’t show anybody nearby.”

Yalena turned to Alec. “Can we try to fly a Bluedrop to scan in there?”

The frown on his face created lines around his eyes. “It’s too tight. We’ll barely manage with the suits on.”

“If there are only two machines, it could be a hideout for their transport,” Dave said. “The real entrance, defenses and all, is probably further in.”

“Are you ready to go in on a probably?” Natalia gawked at him.

“Enough is enough,” Yalena said sharply. “I know you’ve been shaken by the raptor attack. Trust me, I was too, but we can’t do anything useful if we’re too afraid to take a step. If we doubt our every move, then failure becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.”

Natalia dealt her a murderous look. “Fine.”

Yalena turned away from the Moonie, facing the crack between the rocks. “That’s the spirit.”

Alec insisted on going in first. The exposure suit didn’t seem to weigh him down like it did Yalena. His steps were sure but measured. Yalena followed after him, feeling Natalia at her heels, and Dave wasn’t far behind.

They walked in a line until the opening widened onto some sort of a platform.

“It’s a charging station,” Alec said over his suit’s comms.

Yalena leaned to one side behind him to see. Two sleek vehicles were parked and plugged into a side panel. She remembered the type from the Fian attack back when they’d first discovered Nova Fia.

Next to the hoverbikes was a metallic locker.

“Can you get that open?” Yalena asked Dave.

He hummed while he studied the mechanism. “It’s electronic. Nico would do better here.”

Yalena fought the instinctive sigh. “Except Nico isn’t here.”

Dave leaned in closer, head tilted to one side as he examined the locker. “Then our best bet is to cut the side of the panel. If I try to hack it, it will probably register that and feed back to a main computer.”

Natalia folded her arms. “And what if the locker blows up?”

Yalena clicked her tongue in irritation. “I doubt they’d bother placing anything too powerful to guard the locker, considering one could easily unplug the hoverbikes.”

Dave measured the locker, then pulled out a technician’s laser gun—normally used to patch up the Bluedrops in case of breach. While Dave melted a hole into the side of the locker, Yalena’s heartbeat rang in her ears, but no blaring alarm followed.

“The downside of being the only sentient species in a solar system—getting complacent,” Alec said without amusement.

Dave stuck his hand inside and pulled out a thin exposure suit. It was silvery white. When his hand dove in again, it came out with a matching helmet, which he handed to Yalena.

“Spoils of victory,” he said. “There’s at least a few more in there.”

“Take them out.” Yalena peered at the helmet’s reflective surface. It would make them unrecognizable. “We need to change.”

***
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“TOO BAD THESE EXO SUITS don’t have stealth tech,” Alec whispered to Yalena back at the Eagle while they changed into the “borrowed” suits. Natalia had already confirmed the new suits would feed them oxygen for hours. Dave, on the other hand, had been more interested in the wrist monitors attached to the sleeves.

“I bet they unlock the hoverbikes,” had been his expert guess.

And he was right.

Once they’d equipped themselves with the new gear, they returned to the outpost charging station to find it just the way they’d left it. Alec touched the device on his wrist to the charging station. The cable detached from the hoverbike, and a panel at the front of the vehicle shone green.

Alec climbed onto the vehicle and threw a glance over his shoulder at Yalena. “Hop on.”

Dave and Natalia settled onto the other hoverbike. Natalia fiddled with the passenger panel, while Dave and Alec exchanged quick guesses about how to operate the vehicles.

“Well, this is new,” Natalia exclaimed. At the poke of her finger, a thin metallic rope unraveled from the panel. It had a socket-like tether at the end.

“It must connect to the suit.” Yalena repeated the movement on the passenger panel in front of her, and connected the tether to the belly of her suit.

“Great,” Alec teased. “Now at least I know you won’t manage to fall off.”

Yalena lightly smacked his shoulder in response, but Natalia interrupted their exchange. “What are we looking for, exactly?”

“Barracks? Signs of the army?” Dave guessed.

Alec nodded. “This seems like a small charging station. We must be far from the main site.”

“I don’t expect the army to be difficult to find now that we’re on the trail, but remember, we only look like them as long as we keep our distance.” Yalena instinctively wanted to scratch above her eyebrow, but her fingers only felt the glossy helmet. “Our best course of action is to fly by and check out the base. If we get mixed in with other soldiers, stay together, avoid talking to anyone and never take off the helmet.”

Natalia gave a snort of irritation. “If we ever get that close to them, we’re finished. They’ll sense we lack the vibe.”

“That would depend on how well the others hide their own vibe,” Yalena cut her off.

She slid her feet into the passenger slots. In that position and with the tether attached to her suit, she felt secure when the engine roared. The hoverbikes lunged ahead a little faster than she would have liked, but Alec seemed confident in the front seat.

“This is pretty neat,” he said.

Dave snickered on the comms. “How come we didn’t invent these?”

Yalena’s body quickly grew tired in the stiff posture she’d adopted. The boys might be comfy in their new toys, but the faster they went, the more she had to fight the instinct to narrow her eyes, so she couldn’t see the rocks around her turn into disorienting gray smudges.

The wild tunnel ride only lasted a few minutes, during which they’d gone further inside the rocks. Yalena had been wrong. The base wasn’t underground. The narrow tunnel they were following let them out at an enormous opening. Light entered only through a few cracks at the top of the cave, but it was reflected by the sparkling ice and snow.

And the pyramid glass rooftops.

Yalena’s mouth fell open. Lodged between the rocks below them, the edges of the hidden construction poked up. But before she could study it, an alarm blared from every side.

“Intruder alert. Intruder alert,” a mechanical voice said. “Follow protocol four.”

“If we only knew that protocol.” Dave sounded sarcastic.

Even though she couldn’t see Natalia’s scowl, Yalena pictured it in her mind vividly. “It wouldn’t have helped, dummy. They know we’re the intruders.”

They had barely poked out of the tunnel, but it was already too late to go back. Small gates opened behind them, letting out a swarm of hoverbikes. Each had a pilot and a shooter. Alec swore and then plunged the hoverbike down, making Yalena’s stomach plummet.

“What are you doing?” she shouted on instinct against the harsh wind. It came out strangled on the comms. “We need to move away from the base.”

Instead, the pyramid glass roofs amid the rocks grew so close she thought they’d crash into them. But Alec veered up at the last moment.

Yalena’s jaw grew stiff. She counted three deep breaths, before casting a look back. Not down. Not sideways, to the rocks turning into a blur. Just back.

Three hoverbikes followed them in a bird formation. Yalena pulled out her sonic gun. “I need you to let them catch up to us.”

“Are you insane?” Alec’s Martian accent sounded in her ear.

“She’s right,” Natalia said. “They’re out of range for the sonic blasters.”

Yalena threw a glance to each side to check on Natalia and Dave’s position. They were to her right, but not so close as to make the four of them smear into a single target.

“Don’t shoot,” Yalena said. “I need to read the vibe first.”

“Sure, take your time with it.” Dave’s sarcastic voice made her grimace. “It’s not like we’re going to run out of space soon.”

Yalena cringed during the few seconds it took her to turn around in her seat. With her back against Alec’s now, and her hand on the sonic gun’s trigger, she let out a deep breath. And with it, her vibe reached out. She probed for a minute, but the three hoverbikes on their trail switched formation, making it impossible to focus.

Yalena stared at the black reflective helmets of the drivers. She couldn’t make out the slightest shape of a silhouette behind the visor. “I got nothing.”

“Are you strapped in?” Alec asked.

Yalena double-checked that the tether of the hoverbike was secured to the front of her borrowed exo suit. “Yes.”

Alec’s voice was a throaty hum. “Then, this is going to confuse them.”

A pull behind her navel told Yalena that Alec was building up to what had to be an extreme maneuver. Their assailants took only a second to react. A wave of laser beams rained on them. Yalena twisted into a ball to make herself small, while Alec dropped the hoverbike down a few feet to avoid the beams.

Natalia fired back first. She and Dave were pushed closer to Alec and Yalena in what seemed like an air corridor between two rows of glass rooftops. Yalena’s sonic blast almost knocked one of the shooters off their hoverbike, but as soon as the person flew off their seat, the metallic tether pulled them back into place.

“We sure need something a little more destructive,” Natalia remarked through heavy breaths, followed by a few blasts Yalena barely registered on her right.

The more Alec and Dave sped up, the closer the chasing hoverbikes seemed to come.

Yalena pulled her knees in and, despite the slight dizziness the speed left her with, she pushed up on them to stand tall and shoot from another angle. And this time she didn’t target the shooter. She fired straight at one of the drivers. The hoverbike dove down, nose first, throwing the shooter off so violently he smacked into the front of the hoverbike. The driver tried to take back control, but the vehicle spun over and over until it came crashing down, shattering a glass roof and falling through it.

Yalena threw a quick look at Natalia, wanting to share that winning strategy, but the Moonie had already caught onto it. Instead of seeing her straddled in, Yalena spotted Natalia hanging upside down. Her knees were on the seat, keeping her anchored, while she let herself hang down, both hands on the sonic gun for aim. When she fired, she hit one of the other hoverbikes from below. A spark and a cloud of smoke came out, but in its fall, the vehicle spun, showering them with laser beams.

Yalena frantically fiddled with the tablet settings. She activated the back shield just in time, but before Natalia could pull herself back into the seat, a beam hit the backside of their hoverbike. Dave swore on the comms.

The clearing between the glass roofs was growing thinner.

“Go first!” Alec shouted to Dave.

Yalena’s back flattened against Alec with the force of the brake.

She ducked behind the translucent shield to shoot back at the only assailants left. Their vehicle plummeted down out of sight.

“They’re maneuvering.” Yalena flung herself to the side, trusting the tether to keep her safe. The enemy hoverbike fired at them from below. Yalena instinctively pulled back to her seat, but it wasn’t her and Alec that they’d targeted. Natalia and Dave’s hoverbike bumped up from the fire it had taken.

“I’m losing the bike,” Dave shouted.

Yalena turned around in her seat again and lowered herself to take aim. She fired at the last hoverbike, but it was too late. Dave and Natalia’s vehicle made a few fast loops, although Dave was probably trying to steer it away. When the machine finally sped in a straight line, it was too fast for him to react. He was thrown off and smacked into a jagged rock. The hoverbike crashed into him, bringing Natalia, pulled by the tether down on top.

Yalena’s jaw chattered. She couldn’t bring herself to call out their names on the comms.

She reached out the arm with the sonic gun and fired at the last hoverbike. But rage was a mistake.

From down below, lasers fired. The shooters must have known how to hit them where the lasers would do enough damage. The back shield twitched in and out of appearance. Yalena’s blood boiled in her veins. She stretched away from her seat, only keeping her feet in position on one side of the bike, and aimed at their assailants.

She fired at the pilot. The driver’s head bumped into the front of the bike from the sonic blast, but the shooter rained revenge down on her. The spray of laser beams burned her uniform in more than one place, but it also snapped the tether.

Yalena made a loop in the air with a scream trapped in her lungs.

“Lenly!” Alec shouted, but his outstretched arm was too far above.

Yalena was falling.

The adrenaline pumped in her veins as the pyramid glass rooftop grew closer, but she wasn’t fast enough to try and hold on to the edge. She slid down the side, feet first. Despite the burn down the side of her body, she didn’t manage to slow down enough. At the place where two glass roofs met and formed an angle, she smacked right into the glass.

It cracked into a spiderweb, then shattered, and Yalena fell through, inside the high-ceiling building, on top of the crumbled glass.

A sharp stab in her knee made her scream on impact. She twisted on the ground, but the mere movement brought tears of pain to her eyes. A piece of glass stuck out of her knee, making bile rise in her throat at the sight. Somewhere, as if from another universe, Alec was calling her over the comms.

She couldn’t answer with anything but a strangled scream. Yalena tried to blink the tears away. Her helmet had cracked, but another glass sheet slid into position above her before the room had lost much air.

And then she saw them—rows of the uniformed soldiers that had chased them in the air.

Growling from the effort not to scream in pain, she watched them come nearer, scanning for their vibe, but the pain in her knee blotted everything away. She was about to faint.

Hands shuffling through the shreds of broken glass, she reached for the boot pocket she kept her Berry in. The Berry had to go. And so did Alec.

“Yalena?” he called out over the comms again.

“Go,” she choked out a painful cough. “Go. Now.”

She unlocked her Berry, but before she could enter the self-destruct sequence, the nearest soldier kicked the device out of her hands. On instinct, she tried to grab the Berry again, but twisting her body to the side caused a slight movement in her knee. Pain made her scream again as black spots danced in her vision.

Yalena pushed herself up on one elbow, but that was all she could do to fight back. She’d never walk out of here. She could never fight them. All she could do was pray she would finally understand who they were.

Tears smeared the world in front of Yalena into a blur. Stubbornly, she stared at the reflective helmets, begging for her vibe to register anything about them. A clue was all she needed. Any clue. Were they Fian or not? Friend or foe?

But she didn’t have to guess.

The soldier next to her took out a white bottle and sprayed her face through the broken helmet. Yalena coughed at the strong alcohol smell. She tried to blink the substance away, but the silhouettes in front of her eyes had blurred. Her knee pulsated with the burning pain—each nerve on fire.

Then the soldier sprayed her again.

And Yalena’s world dissolved into darkness.
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Chapter 7. Raise the Dead
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Yalena’s eyelids weighed down, lulling her to sleep. She tried to blink herself awake. A familiar voice whispered in her ear, but it took her a while to make out the gentle soothing hum.

Through her eyelashes, she could just about make out the silhouette of a woman in white. Veronica leaned over Yalena. Her dark hair swayed from side to side as if carried by a gentle breeze. But Yalena couldn’t hold on to the image, and it blurred into the white light.

Veronica seemed to float above her. Was she an angel?

“It’s all right,” Veronica said. “I’m here to help you.” Her voice was so familiar, so comforting.

“Mom?” Yalena croaked through cracked, dry lips. But that wasn’t right. Dull pain at the top of her head distracted her, making it even harder to connect the dots.

It wasn’t true. Veronica wasn’t Yalena’s mother.

Trying to remember was like trying to recall a name at the tip of her tongue. She’d spent so much of last year believing Veronica was her mom. Somewhere deep down, that feeling, the imaginary conversations she’d had with Vero had remained, building a solid platform for a feeling that shouldn’t be there.

Yalena breathed noisily as her eyes shut completely. In front of them, the shape of another girl slowly emerged. She was blonde, angelic even, but Yalena’s heart filled with the bitter taste of stale contempt. This girl had been the source of all secrets.

Yalena shook her head in the darkness, wishing to chase the image away. Her head felt heavier still and she could no longer lift her eyelids, not even a millimeter.

Darkness reigned again. For how long, Yalena couldn’t tell.

And then she gasped awake.

Bleary-eyed, she scanned the small room she was in. It was plain white—a hospital room with monitors and equipment that looked to be from a good hundred years back in time. Almost expecting to find Veronica there, Yalena shuddered, feeling alone. Exposed. Defenseless.

Something felt stuck at the back of her throat, but she was too wary of making any sound to clear it. Yalena raised her head slowly, then supported herself on her elbows. A prick at her wrist drew her attention to the systems she was hooked onto. The chunky, old-fashioned screens showed readings of her vitals. The results looked better than she felt, but Yalena didn’t disconnect the wires just yet.

Her eyes darted to the corners of the ceiling. No surveillance cameras. None that she could see anyway, though with the primitive level of tech in this place, she’d be surprised to find a microcamera. Still, the systems might alert whoever had brought her here, so she stayed put.

Slowly, she stretched her legs. The pang of the piercing pain in her knee came back to her, but it was a memory. Only dull itching remained. Perhaps she was still on painkillers.

She removed the bedsheet in one swift movement. The stitches had left an ugly, scaly scar on her knee. It made her want to barf.

Barbarians. Primitive apes.

If that was the best they could do to close the wound, she doubted they’d done much better in fixing her knee.

Yalena pursed her lips to stop herself from groaning.

She had to get out of this place. With a few heavy breaths, she prepared to bend her knees. No more than the dull pain appeared. She sat at the edge of the bed for a minute, legs hanging in the air, trembling as they brushed against the icy floor.

Cringing, she tried to stand.

One foot forward and she wobbled like she’d missed a step. Yalena steadied herself by clasping for the bedside monitor. Something felt wrong. Her breaths quickened in her panic.

Her balance was off. She transferred her weight onto her left side, then relaxed and stretched her right leg. After a few repetitions, the stretch seemed to help a little, and Yalena’s stance became more stable. She still cringed at the ugly scar on her knee, but so long as she could walk, she owed someone her thanks.

Then, it all came back to her.

She’d asked Alec to go. Hopefully, he had.

And there had been a crash, too, leaving Dave’s body under the hoverbike. The image of Natalia falling on top of the pile like a rag doll made Yalena feel pins and needles all over. Was Natalia even alive?

With a stale taste in her mouth, Yalena unhooked the needles and wires from her wrist. She advanced toward the tiny wardrobe in the back of the room, trying to ignore the little crackling sound the bones in her knee made from time to time. Harder still was getting used to her wobbly, offbeat walk.

But she couldn’t waste any time; she would work her knee in eventually. If Felix hadn’t killed her with his special forces, then he must have other plans for her. Plans she didn’t intend on sticking around for.

She pulled out a fresh uniform from the wardrobe, helmet and gloves included. No one could see through the reflexive visor, so she’d be able to keep a low profile wearing this. Unluckily for her, as soon as she’d put the uniform on and sealed the helmet tight, the door slid open silently. Two soldiers in uniforms identical to hers stood there.

“Good to see you’re awake,” a woman said.

Yalena stared at her helmet until her eyes throbbed, but it was in vain. She could never distinguish her features.

One thing was certain though. These soldiers had no vibe. Or if they had one, they hid it better than any Fian she’d met before.

Yalena cleared her throat, buying time to pick her words carefully. “What about the others I was with?”

“One escaped, one dead...” the reply was almost mechanical. “And the last one...damaged.”

Yalena’s ears rang. Natalia. “I need to see her.”

“You’re still weak. It’s probably best to keep away. She’s a very unusual product. Unstable. And violent.”

Yalena felt a tiny flutter inside her. Natalia must still be herself.

“If you take me to her, she’ll calm down,” Yalena said, fighting the urge to plead.

Weirdly, her faceless captor nodded. The two soldiers made way for her. One wobbly foot after the other, Yalena walked out of the room. The windowless corridor on the other side wasn’t a straight long room, but instead it seemed to curve in. They must still be inside the cave network of tunnels.

“Who should we alert now that you’re awake?” the woman asked as she and her partner walked a few steps behind Yalena, as if out of respect.

All Yalena could do was hope a tremble in her voice wasn’t going to betray her. “No one yet. I need to get up to speed first.” Perhaps she was pushing her luck, but if they hadn’t told Felix yet, she’d have to use it as best she could.

“Forgive us for the confusion,” the faceless woman behind the helmet said.

Yalena turned with a few small steps, careful to keep her balance.

“We didn’t realize there was a master among the four of you. You were all dressed as products. We only found out you have master DNA during the surgery.”

Yalena’s stomach churned. Masters and products. Fians and their brainwashed, genetically engineered soldiers.

Startled by the silence, the woman behind the helmet continued. “You’ll be happy to know we started PD processing while you were recovering.”

Yalena’s throat tightened, but she’d have to find out what that was later. “Good,” she forced the word out.

After another few minutes of tiresome walking, she halted in front of the room the soldiers indicated.

“Be warned, this product is different,” the woman said again.

“I know,” Yalena turned back to her. “Get this door opened.”

The soldier punched in the password on the door monitor. Inside, Natalia sat cross-legged on a white stretcher. Her black hair was unruly and fell in front of her face in tangled knots. She didn’t even flinch, eyes fixed on an invisible object in front of her. Then, Yalena realized why. Natalia was strapped into a white straight jacket.

Dread pooled in Yalena’s stomach. She had to let Natalia know she wasn’t one of the soldiers, but the Moonie winced as Yalena neared the bed.

Earlier, Yalena had thought it would be a bad idea to toss her disguise, but the soldiers seemed to listen to her, to obey her as a Fian. So she undid the lock on her helmet and took it off. “Nat, it’s me.”

Natalia’s face contorted into a series of involuntarily trembles. “It’s not real. It’s not real. It’s all not real.”

“Untie her,” Yalena said to the soldiers, but they didn’t move. “I said, free her.”

“She’s dangerous,” the woman’s voice finally said.

“Not to me.” Yalena placed a hand on Natalia’s shoulder, making her squirm away from the touch. “It’s all right. It’s me.”

Natalia’s black eyes fixed on her, like she was deciding if Yalena was real. “Yalena?”

Yalena squeezed Natalia’s shoulder for a second, then hurried to free her from the straight jacket. Natalia moved her arms carefully for a second. With a pang deep inside, Yalena realized she had no idea how long Natalia had been in these conditions. She helped her up and off the bed. Natalia didn’t let go of Yalena once she was on her feet though. Instead, her nails clawed deeper at Yalena’s elbows.

“Hey, it’s all right now,” Yalena said. To her surprise the relief she felt at finding Natalia alive dulled her sense of panic for the moment.

Natalia was shaking. “D-Dave... He’s dead. And Alec?”

“Escaped,” Yalena mouthed to her.

Natalia’s dark eyes darted to the soldiers behind Yalena. “They’re brainwashed. They make no sense.”

Yalena glanced back at the door, where a few other soldiers had joined her welcome committee. They must have been Natalia’s chaperones. Another tremble transferred to Yalena from Natalia’s hands.

It also allowed her not to feel too awkward to attempt to soothe her. “We’re going to be fine.” Yalena wanted to explain, to let her know that Fian blood had saved them yet again, but she couldn’t do it in front of the soldiers.

Natalia shook her head as her whole body trembled. “They kept asking me what series I am. Then, they stuck me in here for two days, three maybe.” Her eyes swam with angry tears. “They carried Dave out in a body bag. And I saw you fall through the glass rooftop.” She was stuttering until her throat caught. “I thought you were dead. I was alone with them. I couldn’t fight my way out.”

Her breaths sharpened as she took in the wall of soldiers at the door. “Don’t let them come near me.”

As if on cue the soldiers circled them.

“She needs to come to the lab for phase PD,” the woman’s voice said again.

“Do you approve?” another soldier asked, but her voice sounded the same.

Yalena whirled around, trying to pick the first soldier she’d spoken to out of the group, but her eyes were met with black reflective helmet visors all around her.

“Don’t let them take me,” Natalia cried. Her piercing voice grew louder the closer the soldiers came to them. “You can’t touch me!”

Yalena’s insides twisted like something alive wanted to stretch. Natalia’s panic attack was transferring onto her. “Helmets off!” she screamed. “All of you. Now!”

The closest soldier moved first. After the unclasping sound, she removed the helmet. The face beneath it blew the air out of Yalena’s lungs in one swift blow. She’d stared at it before, into the countless pictures on Lexa’s frame. She’d memorized every detail of her face, each of her poses and smiles.

“Veronica?” Yalena’s voice was a weak whisper left without an answer.

It couldn’t be. Even Felix couldn’t raise the dead. Yalena had to still be dreaming or hallucinating. She looked at Veronica more intently. Her face was still so young, too young in fact, like she’d aged backwards, but it was impossible.

A second later, the two soldiers behind Veronica unhinged their helmets and the soldiers waiting outside the room did the same. One by one, the helmets came off.

Behind each of them had been hiding the same pale face, the same warm brown hair.

It was Veronica. 

They were all Veronica. 

Yalena’s cheeks burned hotter with every booming pump of her heart. “The son of a bitch...he cloned her.”
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Chapter 8. Moon in My Hand
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Clones.

Yalena breathed in sharply. Cloning humans had been forbidden in the near worlds as soon as it had been made possible, but that didn’t mean the Fians felt bound by any such law.

The blood streaming in Yalena’s veins was boiling. She wanted to hurt Felix, to make him pay for playing God, for the gruesome vengeance he’d inflicted upon Veronica even after her death.

“Mistress?” One of the Veronicas snapped Yalena back to reality. “Do you confirm the new product is safe?”

The use of that term ‘product’ made her stomach turn. Of course, they thought Natalia was a clone. They’d never seen any other kind of a human.

“She’s fine,” Yalena said. “She’s...” she dragged out, searching for a way to keep Natalia near. “She’s my assistant on this mission.”

After a moment of confusion, the clone asked again, “Shouldn’t we proceed with the PD stage for her then?”

Yalena’s head pounded as she desperately searched her memory for the previous use of that abbreviation. It was when they’d mentioned Dave. She couldn’t say ‘yes’. “I need you to show me your progress on the PD stage of the other one.” Her tongue felt stuck to the roof of her mouth, as if to prevent her from speaking more. “And she’s coming with me.”

She glanced at Natalia, who cleared her throat. She finally let go of Yalena’s arms and quickly changed into an identical soldier uniform.

When they walked out of the room and continued down the winding corridor, Natalia kept close at Yalena’s side.

“Your assistant? Really?” she whispered, suddenly sounding a lot more like her usual sullen self.

“I got you out of that room and the restraints, didn’t I?” Yalena panted, struggling to keep up with the soldiers’ pace.

Natalia’s dark swollen eyes studied her unsteady walk. “Did they beat you at the knees?”

Yalena groaned quietly. “I got injured on impact, but it’s good to know they didn’t manage to break your delightful spirit.” She cast a reluctant half-smile at the Moonie.

The soldiers halted in front of a set of double doors. One of Veronica’s clones entered a security code, while another gave the report.

“I think you’ll be pleased with the progress. We used the latest tech optimization sent by the masters to grow products to full size in just a week. See for yourself.”

Natalia and Yalena shared a horrified look. Before it could register with the soldiers, Yalena marched through the doors as soon as they opened. They led to an all-white spacious lab. At its center, a cluster of five oval cells glistened under the focused bright light. They were about two meters in length and seemed to be full of a milky liquid.

“Leave us,” Yalena said without eyeing any of the clones in particular.

They hesitated for a moment, but then shuffled out of the lab.

Yalena’s heart boomed as a premonition of what she was about to see. Shoes squeaking against the glossy floor, she moved closer to the nearest cell. She had been wrong. It wasn’t full of a milky liquid. It was opaque white.

When she placed her palm on it, fingers spread wide, it blinked and turned translucent. Dave’s body floated inside, only younger. Still growing. Yalena removed her hand like she’d been burnt. Her knees buckled, and she collapsed to the floor, her entire body shaking.

“What did they do to him?” Natalia squealed. She rushed to the other cells, touching them to activate the screen. “No, no, no.” Each of the cells revealed another copy of Dave’s body. “They’re monsters. They’re sick.”

Palms on the glossy floor, Yalena stared down at it with terror building inside her to a crescendo. Bitter tears stung in her eyes. She let them fall, squeezing her eyes shut so the tears streamed down her face. But Natalia grabbed her and pulled her up violently.

“You!” she screamed. “This is all your fault. Again. You’ve lost every single person on our team. You let us get eaten by dinosaurs. And you got Dave killed. You let them clone him. You got me locked up. You’ve sent Alec who knows where. You’ve completely screwed us time and time again.”

The words burned in Yalena’s chest like she’d swallowed fire. Her eyes throbbed, but Natalia only seemed to draw more power from Yalena’s pained silence.

She shot each word out like a dagger. “You’re never going to get this right. We put our lives in your hands and you blew it.”

Yalena shook. She’d tried to keep it together, to make the right choice at every turn, but each hand life dealt her was more treacherous than the last. There was no right way. There was no single thing she could have known would make it all better.

She forced her hands out of Natalia’s clawing grip. “Stop it. Just stop.”

Natalia balked at her, speechless.

Yalena’s chest swelled painfully as her breathing hitched. “I know you’re freaking out. I know you’re afraid, but don’t you dare lash out at me.” Her voice cracked, but she didn’t care. “Don’t you think I hate this? Don’t you think it makes me sick just as much as it does you? Well, it does. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. None of us could have seen it coming. This,” —she raised a trembling hand and pointed to the cluster of cells— “This is the horrid price we paid for knowing what we know.”

Natalia’s shoulders twitched, like a new wave of disgust had washed over her.

“Not knowing would have cost us more,” Yalena told her through chattering teeth. “We were preparing for a Fian army, but we’re going to get a human one.”

Suddenly, Sibel’s warning flashed in her mind with new force and a new meaning. Yalena finally understood.

“That’s what Sibel meant. This is a human army, even if they’re clones. And they bear her face—the face of the bravest woman since Cara White. We could never fight a legion of Veronicas. And now, a legion of Daves, too.”

Anger stirred in Yalena’s chest. “Felix knows us, knows our weaknesses. He was going to use this army to completely baffle us, make us second-guess any strike, render us defenseless, because we wouldn’t fight innocents, who have been brainwashed by him to believe they’re products and not human beings.”

Natalia’s body stiffened. “They’ll do this to me.”

Yalena grabbed Natalia’s hand a little too forcefully, to make her meet her gaze. “No, they won’t. This ends here.” Yalena took a few rasping breaths, her mind spinning in all directions. Connections she hadn’t immediately seen snapped into place. “Don’t you see? Because I’m Fian, they do as I say. I’m ‘mistress’ here.” The word tasted foul on her tongue. “I’m going to stop whatever they did to Dave and I’m never letting them touch you.” She let go of Natalia rather abruptly and whirled around, eyes scanning the lab in a new way—as the shell that was keeping a very vulnerable weapon in place. A weapon that could just as easily become hers. “I’m going to turn all of these clones against the Fians, by the very means of my Fian blood. I’m going to take this army away from Felix.”

Natalia blinked fast at her, eyes swimming with a glimmer of hope.

“Don’t you see, Nat?” Yalena put all her resolve into convincing them both. “I’ve got this moon in my hand.”

* * *
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IT TOOK NATALIA A FEW minutes to get on board with Yalena’s plan. Not that she voiced her discontent. She instead sat on the glossy floor, silent. Yalena was about to break her out of it when the girl finally moved.

More energetically than expected, Natalia stood up. “Fine, but I’m not going along with any of that product business. You need to keep them away from me.”

“Agreed.”

Perhaps it was foolhardy, but the more Yalena thought this over, the more she trusted herself. That was the downside of cultivating a brainwashed workforce—they could work for anyone, as Felix was soon going to find out.

At last, Yalena and Natalia walked out of the room in silence.

“Is everything all right?” one of the Veronica clones asked.

Yalena wet her cracked lips before letting out an uncertain, “Yes.” Natalia’s look of indignation, only clumsily disguised, made her add, “The plan wasn’t for these models to get into PD stage yet. We have other things to work on beforehand.” She knew she had to be more specific. Precise. In control. “Put this production on hold. And we won’t need any PD for my assistant either.” She directed their attention to Natalia with a slight movement of her chin. “Is that clear?”

To her credit, Natalia didn’t flinch at the word ‘assistant’.

All three of Veronica’s faces looked at her with a stoic, unreadable expression, before one of them broke the silence. “Should we verify with the central team first?”

“I am the central team,” Yalena cut her off. “We got here early to probe your defenses. The plans will follow soon, but we need to re-prioritize for now.” Then, once she realized that sounded weak, she corrected herself. “Is that clear?”

“Clear,” sounded from all sides.

“Good.” Yalena carefully veiled her relief. “Now, show us to the common areas.”

Trying not to second-guess the terminology she was making up as she went along, Yalena allowed them a second to reassemble and point her to a corridor in the back. With Natalia so close behind her that she could hear her uneven breathing, Yalena walked in the advised direction.

She was itching to ask about Alec, but she knew that would blow her cover. If this visit had been planned, she would be the one to know where he was. Attracting any attention to his escape would only lead to more questions. Despite what she’d asked of Alec before the crash, Yalena now wished he had ignored her orders and gone back through the wormhole to the near worlds.

She had all the ammunition they needed now. If he had gone to Nova Fia, he’d be in more danger than any of them.

The clones took Yalena and Natalia to a room that resembled a school cafeteria—metal tables and benches and a conveyor belt with silvery plates. When Yalena picked one up, she frowned at its contents—a white piece of protein from a food processor. She and Natalia took a seat with a group of the Veronica doubles, but it was hard to pick out the first few Yalena had met from the ones who joined later.

More clones flooded the room, quickly took their lunch, and were on their way. Yalena stopped herself from asking how many lived in this place. She’d have to find that out another way.

She grimly poked the protein slice with her fork. It was porcelain pale and, by the looks of it, completely tasteless. It was even worse upon first bite—like a plastic mushroom. The Fians hadn’t gone to any trouble to provide their clones with flavorings. Yalena never thought she’d miss the artificially flavored similar servings the Unifier canteen provided. Opposite her, Natalia cringed in disgust.

Then, in a split second, flares bathed the room in crimson light. Yalena jumped to her feet, a siren blaring in her ears.

“What’s happening?” she asked before she could help herself.

“An air space breach,” one of the clones answered. “An unscheduled visit by the masters or another surprise drill like the one you came for.”

Yalena swallowed the stale flavor left in her mouth by the protein steak. She whirled around to meet Natalia’s dark expression—a mirror of her own.

She didn’t have to even mouth the name to know they feared the same thing—that he had ignored orders and come back for them.

Alec.
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Chapter 9. Team Natlena
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The army of Veronica clones mobilized at once. They marched out of the room in an organized fashion that left Yalena and Natalia scrambling to keep up.

“Your boyfriend is so thick,” Natalia whispered to Yalena, wide-eyed. “He’s going to get himself killed and ruin our strategy.”

Yalena fought a growl in her throat. “Our strategy? You’ve been on board for less than five minutes.”

Natalia raised her eyebrows at her as they reached a heavy metallic set of double doors. “Doesn’t make a damn difference now, does it?”

Trying to compose herself and take charge, Yalena walked in as soon as the doors slid open. She stopped in the middle of the round room, at least half of which had windows to the outside, allowing for a hundred-and-eighty-degree view. An air control center. “What do we have on the vehicle?”

A Veronica double turned in her chair from the long table. “It’s out of our weapons’ range as of now. It must be a party of masters sent to prep us for the next phase.”

Yalena bit the inside of her cheek. They didn’t have the tech to tell a Fian ship from the Chameleon.

Natalia clicked her tongue. The wild look in her dark eyes said, “That’s not good.”

But Yalena still held out hope that it could be Alec, and simultaneously dreaded how she’d have to explain his reappearance.

“You didn’t mention another team was expected,” a different Veronica said, confusing Yalena.

She’d never be able to tell if she’d already spoken to that clone before. It was so hard to keep it in mind, but even though she knew nothing about how clones behaved, Yalena truly doubted they all thought and acted exactly the same. There had to be subtle differences. If she had more time with them, she could find a weak link, someone rebellious to instill the idea of upheaval into.

Instead, she left herself open, easily tangled up in her lies, and it weakened her. She wasn’t sure how long she could keep up the charade.

“Audio connection request from their side,” a clone in the far right interjected.

“Patch me through.” Yalena reached out a hand to take the headset from the nearest Veronica. “And secure the line. This is confidential.”

There was no way to tell if they’d bought it. Their faces were fixed in the same blank expression that was starting to really bother Yalena. Felix had taken the fire, the spark out of possibly the bravest woman in the near worlds’ history. She mentally added it to the list of reasons she despised him, as she positioned the old-fashioned headset on her head. Instead of a single, sleek earpiece, it was a fluffy ear-warmer style headset that pressed against her ears uncomfortably.

After a sizzle of static, a voice came over the comms. “Production tower one, this is Master Robin with a crew of three, coming to prep phase two. Open hangar doors for reception.”

Each second was marked by the tick of an imaginary old clock echoing inside Yalena’s head. She couldn’t let them land. They’d turn the entire army on her and Natalia. They’d surely take her to Felix. And Natalia and Dave would end up as nothing but DNA to feed the clone production line.

Still, the order was hard to force out, even though she’d never met the Fians aboard that ship. Even if they were a merciless enemy, devoid of morals.

“Production tower one, do you copy?”

Yalena clicked the off button on the clunky headset. “It’s time to show us what you’ve got,” she said to the clone closest to her, whose eyes grew wide. “It’s another drill. Take that ship down.”

Natalia gaped at her with more dramatic flair than Yalena needed at that moment, but none of the clones seemed to notice. They shared confused looks. Apparently Yalena’s leadership style wasn’t living up to the master logic the Fians had drilled into their soldiers.

“Now, soldier,” Yalena barked. She balled her hands into fists to keep them from betraying her with their trembling.

As one, the clones focused on the screens in front of them.

“The ship is headed for the visitor landing spot.”

“In range for weapons,” another Veronica copy said. “Taking aim. Do I follow through?”

“On my command.” Yalena’s breathing grew uneven. She had no reason to stall. The choice had already been made and it was the only choice, but a voice inside her head screamed for her to rethink. To find a better way.

“Target is locked.” The clone sounded urgent.

Yalena’s heart boomed. In those last seconds, a part of her backed out, but it was too late. “Fire.”

A flare shot from the control tower. The smoke the warhead left behind dissipated fast into the blue sky above the blinding-white ice. 

“Something is odd,” another Veronica said. “They’re veering off course for the landing patch, but they’re preparing for landing.”

Another one counted in Veronica’s voice, “Impact at T minus three, two, one.”

Yalena heard the boom echo through the quiet space outside. The clones all fell silent and turned to her. She only realized she was meant to praise them, when Natalia elbowed her a little too hard in the ribs.

“Good demonstration of a fast response,” Yalena said. There was a squeaky note in her voice, which she had to clear her throat to get rid of. My assistant and I will head to check out the crash site to evaluate the success of this exercise.”

The both of them hurried to exit the control tower.

“Smooth,” Natalia whispered, but Yalena’s stomach tangled into a tight ball.

With every order she gave, the impostor syndrome grew stronger. She was more and more sure she’d get found out. And if that army of Veronicas were to attack her and Natalia, they’d have no chance of getting out. Not to mention that deep down, Yalena also doubted she’d be able to fight anyone wearing Veronica’s face. She’d freeze.

As if to feed her self-doubt further, the clones helped Yalena and Natalia gear up in complete silence. Ruminations twisted and turned inside Yalena’s mind. She started a mental to-do list to reign it all in.

Check for cameras.

Disconnect the radio.

Check if distress signal was sent to Nova Fia.

Check for survivors.

She curled her fingers into fists at the thought. The odd energy the whole place buzzed with kept her alert and moving, though. The clones led Yalena and Natalia out to the nearest hoverbike hangar. It only hosted about a dozen bikes. Natalia jumped on one and Yalena slid into the backseat.

“Let’s hope I remember how Dave got this thing started,” Natalia murmured more to herself than to Yalena.

“Shall we send any products with you for support?” A clone asked Yalena before the hangar doors lifted.

“No need,” she cut her off. “We’ll be in touch.”

The engine roared and after a weak start, Natalia adjusted her grip and stepped on the gas. Speeding away into freedom didn’t feel liberating, though, and Yalena’s weariness grew.

“If the ship crashed, then they’re probably all dead.” Natalia bravely attempted to sound casual. “And even if anyone survived, they wouldn’t know it was us who shot them down.” She hesitated for only a heartbeat. “Can’t we just run away?”

The frown on Yalena’s face twitched. “On what? Look at the clones—they have no spacecrafts. Only hoverbikes. The Fians are keeping them isolated here.”

Natalia murmured with irritation, “Then, what’s the plan, boss? We’ll need to get out of here eventually.” 

“Or send a message to Eric,” Yalena said. “Let’s see what we can salvage from the crash site.”

The smoke rising from the fallen spacecraft was easy to spot for miles. It stood out like a stain against the pristine, white surface. Once they neared, an irregular circle of ashes marred the ice. Not a single piece of debris looked bigger than a tablet. From the explosion site, a faint gray trail led down the slope.

Yalena gasped. “They ejected the entire corpus, look.” She pointed to the dish that had come to a halt in a rocky area.

“Smart bastards,” Natalia said. “We shot down nothing but their cargo.”

“Looks like they couldn’t steer with just the corpus though. They still crashed.” Yalena scanned the area from their bird’s-eye view. No one seemed to have made it out of the corpus. “Get us down to the surface.”

Natalia’s landing was on the bumpy end of the scale, but Yalena didn’t comment on it. Instinct told her to keep quiet. Even the crunching sound their boots made against the hardened snow stirred panic inside her.

By the look of it, the corpus hadn’t suffered too much from the headfirst slide into the rocks. Yalena circled it to get to the viewing area. She peeked sideways carefully, before allowing herself to come into full view. From that position she could see the two pilots, still in their seats, heads tilted to the side. Knocked out. Or worse.

“Psst, Yalena.”

Natalia’s whisper made her jump in place. “Quiet.”

In spite of her irritated outburst, Yalena took a few steps back and whirled around, but Natalia wasn’t there anymore. With her back jolted stiff, Yalena circled to the other side of the corpus. Natalia stood by the door that had been jarred halfway open to the side, just enough to let one person squeeze through. But Natalia wasn’t preoccupied with the door. Her eyes were glued to the powdery white snow at her feet.

Drops of dark, plum-colored blood stained the ground. Footsteps showed up at irregular intervals, like the wounded had struggled to walk.

“We need to follow him,” Yalena said. “He must have known it wasn’t safe to stay here.”

Natalia looked up from the trail that seemed to lead behind the rocks the corpus had crashed into. “I’m not going after him.”

Yalena wasn’t in the mood to argue. She carefully sneaked one foot inside the corpus, then the other, sliding in sideways. The three Fians still inside hadn’t moved an inch since that peek she’d stolen through the viewing area.

She concentrated on the vibe. “I can’t feel them.” 

“That’s because they’re dead, genius,” Natalia rumbled from outside.

Yalena studied the corpus. “What if they’re just knocked out cold?”

“Won’t your vibe still detect their presence?”

“No idea.”

“Well, get your bony finger to their throats.”

Yalena took a deep breath. She’d never done this, not even when she’d studied first aid back on the Moon. She’d never touched a dead body.

But she didn’t have to.

One of the wall monitors showed a mock-up of the corpus and the four chairs. Three glowed in red and one must have been grayed out when the Fian had stood from his place.

Yalena couldn’t stay in there any longer, so she squeezed back through the door.

“They’re dead.” She tried to sound matter-of-fact, but seeing the bodies had made that harder. She’d given the order, yet if she hadn’t, she would have been the one lying dead now. They would have taken her and Natalia out as soon as they’d realized who they were. And, one day soon, an army of clones was going to rain down on Earth. It was her duty to stop it.

“He shouldn’t be hard to track with the vibe and his injuries,” Yalena said.

Natalia cleared her throat theatrically. “I don’t think you heard me the first time. I’m not going after him.”

Yalena fought a growl starting to rumble deep in her lungs. “He could radio back that something went wrong. We need to stop him.”

Natalia dug with her heel into the ice, not making a dent. “Then let’s take the hoverbike and shoot at him from above.” 

Yalena’s eyes traveled to the jagged, rocky landscape that spread for miles. “He’d find cover. We need to go on foot, so we can follow the blood trail.”

“And apprehend him with what?” Natalia asked tersely. Even though Yalena couldn’t see her face through the visor, the image of those unforgiving dark eyes flashed in her mind. “We’ve got no weapons but the hoverbike laser guns. We don’t even have one of Alec’s metallic gloves to pack a punch. He’d make quick work of the both of us.”

“We’ll have to think of something on the way,” Yalena said. When Natalia didn’t move, she added, “C’mon. We’re team Natlena.”

Natalia choked out a snort. “Fine. But only because you put my name first.”

Yalena rolled her eyes. “Yatalia doesn’t have much of a ring to it.”
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Chapter 10. A Broken Link
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The girls tested the range on the hoverbike laser guns again. It was confined to a radius of a couple of feet around the machine. The charge quickly dropped beyond that point. Regardless, team Natlena packed them at the side of their boots, if only because heading out into the unwelcoming landscape completely unequipped bordered on the insane.

Yalena didn’t trust her feet on the slippery ice. She’d never been to a place on Earth covered in ice. Even in the mountains she’d never seen snow, only cold rainy winters.

They walked in silence, maneuvering between the stalagmite-shaped rocks reaching barely above their heads in height, but enough to hide the Fian. Yalena focused her vibe to help their search, even though the footsteps in the snow were easy to track, not to mention the occasional deep purple blot marking the way forward. The horror version of a bread crumb.

The rocks towered higher the farther they went. Yalena’s body grew tenser with every step she took on the uneven icy surface, trying to keep her balance, but it wasn’t the terrain that bothered her the most.

“Still nothing,” she said.

Natalia’s heavy breathing sounded on the comms—a private channel Yalena had asked the clones to set up for the two of them. “Based on the position of the suns, we have about three hours before dark—to find him and get back.”

Yalena shuddered at the thought of being left on this frozen hell overnight. Despite the short duration of a night in this solar system, she’d bet they’d freeze solid before morning.

“Why don’t we leave him out?” Natalia said. “He’d turn into a blue icicle by morning.”

Yalena hesitated. “He might call for back-up.”

Natalia muted the comms again. Yalena had the feeling she’d done it so she could mutter protests and insults undisturbed.

After another twenty minutes of walking, the rocks grew few and far between, but the improved visibility didn’t help their search.

The feeling of urgency made Yalena’s blood course through her veins faster. “He didn’t have that much of a head start, did he?”

“I don’t know,” Natalia said, back on the line. “You wasted a lot of time at the crash site.” Then she let out a very uncharacteristic yelp.

Yalena turned back so fast that her neck cracked. “Shh.”

Natalia had slipped on the ice. Despite the helmet covering her face, Yalena could imagine the scowl hiding behind it.

“Don’t shush me.” Natalia fought to stand.

Yalena’s attention was shifted to the surface of the ice. Tiny, translucent droplets sparkled on it like pearls. “It’s water.”

Natalia peered up into the blue skies instead of down at her feet. “The day is over eighteen hours on this moon. The ice must start to melt during the day.”

Yalena whirled around in a circle, her eyes searching the ground around her. “That’s how he’s hiding the vibe. The water breaks it.”

Natalia grunted. “Another reason to turn back. We’ll never find him.”

Yalena didn’t listen to her. She walked further, not bothering to check if Natalia would follow. The surface grew more slippery until she reached a small clearing. The droplets of water had merged, forming a thin film of crystal water above the ice.

“He knew the terrain,” Yalena said, mostly to herself, although her line was still open to Natalia. “He came here on purpose, which means he suspects someone who can feel the vibe is after him.”

She became aware of Natalia’s careful steps behind her. “So they know you’re here?”

Yalena’s body felt tingly all over. All of Felix’s Fian enemies were imprisoned. That left just her.

She took a few more steps, splashing in the narrow river. “We need to find him before he signals back to them.”

To Yalena’s surprise, when she crossed the surface river and stepped into shaded-from-the-sun dry ice on the other side, she felt a tremor. It was a stabbing pain, masked by a hectic train of thought. Panic.

“He’s here,” she whispered.

Arms stretched out for balance, Natalia followed Yalena through the water with measured steps. “Which way?”

Yalena closed her eyes for a few heartbeats. She didn’t know how far she could probe before he’d sense her. He probably already had. When her eyes snapped open, she glared at the helmet hiding Natalia’s face. “He’d sense me coming.”

“So?” Natalia bickered back. “He’s hurt. We’ll catch up to him.”

Yalena hesitated only for a second, before scrambling into the direction of the vibe. Her feet struggled against the slippery surface, but she gained speed, not caring if she fell. The vibe drove her, consumed her. She wasn’t sure what she would do upon finding the Fian anymore. All she was aware of was his pain—his soul, fighting for life.

She spotted his body sprawled across the ice, as if he’d collapsed from utter exhaustion. He was wearing regular clothes with nothing but a thin mask over his nose and mouth. Natalia must have been right—they only needed support to breathe here.

Yalena ran to the Fian, knees hitting the ice hard upon descent. Her heart felt caged—small and terrified. She was supposed to hate this person—a Felix supporter—but the anguish that traveled through the vibe rendered all logic useless.

Yalena reached out and cradled his head in her arms. A thick line of blood oozed from his nose and mouth. He choked on it, making it splatter under his mask, before he fought to speak.

“Troian.” Plum-colored saliva drooled from the corner of his mouth. “Figures.”

The vibe, slick with the terror of impending demise, strangled Yalena. “I-I’m going to help you.” Her mind was already frantically at work. She had to get him back to the ship. To check for internal bleeding and broken bones.

“Are you insane?” Natalia’s voice cut the air. “He’s the enemy.”

But Yalena’s mind was muddled with the vibe and she no longer believed that. The only sensation crashing into her in waves was panic. Rising panic. “We need to help him. He’s dying.”

The Fian let out a choked, mirthless laughter. “It’s not so easy fighting your own kind, is it, Troian? Even harder for you with a weaker vibe.”

He coughed violently, dropping a ripped-out radio he must have carried with him since the crash. Yalena only glanced at it enough to see the Fian had been trying to fix the device. Then she gasped, feeling the Fian’s pain splitting him from the inside out. His face grew a deeper, blotted shade of purple.

“Hold on,” Yalena whispered, but her heart clenched with a realization that came through the vibe. This was his end.

“Remember this, Troian,” Robin croaked. “You can’t kill us. Remember the pain.”

More blood sputtered from the corner of his mouth. His heart twisted and struggled for the last few beats that seemed to echo inside Yalena’s skull.

And then there was silence as his vibe dissolved into the arctic air.

Yalena’s lungs tore apart with the scream that followed. It was piercing, pained, pitiful. Her scream fed on the broken link, which represented the death of Robin’s vibe. At that moment, it felt like it would go on forever.

“Stop it!” Natalia shouted over her. “Quiet.”

Yalena’s body didn’t listen. She was still screaming. She thought she’d scream until her lungs gave out. Natalia shook her violently, but achieved nothing. Yalena’s screams echoed through the vast icy wasteland. Then Natalia hit the side of Yalena’s helmet, so Yalena’s head bumped into the glass.

She pushed Natalia off. “Don’t hit me!”

“Well, you wouldn’t stop screaming,” Natalia yelled.

Yalena sniffed her tears away. In her mind, the memory of that intense instinct replayed, leaving her under its spell. It was a pain Natalia could never understand.

“What in the name of the Moon was that?”

“I couldn’t...” Yalena stuttered.

Natalia probably would have spat in her face, if it weren’t for the helmets. “Stop acting like death has wounded you so, like you’re the only good one. He had to die, and you know it.”

Yalena tried to swallow the lump that felt stuck in her throat. “No, you don’t understand. The vibe made me want to help him and I couldn’t.” She whimpered. “I failed the vibe.”

Natalia groaned like she was tired of hearing excuses.

Gasping, Yalena took in a few ragged gulps of air from the suit. Her forehead wrinkled as her mind spun, lost in all the possible implications of this. She swooped into the memory of Veronica, Stanley and Felix in Lexa’s recording. They’d said a multitude of things Yalena had never been confident she fully understood.

And she hadn’t. She’d never really grasped the meaning behind Stanley’s screams “You can’t kill me.”

Now it finally clicked into place.

“Nat, listen...” Yalena stared into the visor of Natalia’s helmet for pure impact, hoping to make her friend see through to the gravity of her discovery. “The Fians can’t kill each other.”
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Chapter 11. Three Names, One Face
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Paralyzed, Yalena stayed on the cold ice a while longer. Her mind was stuck in an endless loop of rearranging the clues in support of her conclusion. Stanley screaming “You know you can’t kill me,” in Felix’s face. Felix debating whether or not he would be able to kill Veronica. And Veronica—a sitting duck without the vibe. Then, the sound of the gunshot in that memory.

She jolted upright.

“Finally, you’ve snapped out of it,” Natalia remarked with relief.

Yalena’s vocal cords seemed to have forgotten how to produce sound, or they needed a break after the tearing screams. She moved her mouth silently.

“Don’t you get it?” there was a catch in Yalena’s throat when she finally spoke. “This means my father’s alive. For sure. Felix couldn’t have killed him. Sibel too. We can save them.”

Natalia made a low hiss. “You want to go chasing butterflies again, don’t you?”

Yalena folded her knees in to her chest. “They’re out there and we’re so close. If we’re careful we can pass for clones and find out where they are.”

“Oh, hell no.” Natalia kicked the nearest rock repeatedly. She wasn’t even looking at Yalena. “Our mission is finally done. We found the army we can’t fight. Now we have to go back. You promised we’d go back.” Her voice went weak for the last sentence and her foot relaxed—she must have given up on taking her frustrations out on the rock.

Yalena let go of her knees and pushed herself up, with the broken radio in hand. Her legs still felt shaky. “How?”

Natalia tilted her head left and right, as if to focus. “We’ll take the Fian ship and patch it up. I bet you could order a few of the Veronicas to take care of it.”

Yalena remained unconvinced. “Our mission wasn’t just to find out about the army. We have to stop it if we can.”

Natalia stomped her foot. “You keep pushing the finish line.”

Yalena had to admit she was guilty of that. Like a parent who always pushed their child toward the next achievement, she was requesting more and more from this mission and from the only one left on her team.

“I’m sorry,” Yalena said. “What difference does it make that we know who the soldiers are? We can’t fight them, as Sibel said. So, now we have to figure out a way to stop the attack.”

“They’re brainwashed.” Natalia’s arms flew up to the sides of her head in exasperation. “You can’t stop them because they act without thinking. They haven’t been taught to think for themselves.”

“Well, they’ll get no better opportunity to start.”

In the terse pause, the harsh wind was the only sound between them. One of the suns had already disappeared behind the horizon, which half-hid its twin. Soon, they’d be left in darkness and in frost.

“We need to hurry back to the clones,” Yalena said, anticipating Natalia’s retaliation.

“You can’t be serious,” Natalia insisted. “Getting caught would be far too easy. It would only take one of them blindly following the protocol to get us busted.” Her voice built up to a dramatic squeal. “Trying to save these clones will kill us.” Natalia panted in the silence that followed. “You want to save them, don’t you?”

Yalena’s voice was a whisper. “And my father. And Sibel. But I can’t do it alone.”

Natalia spun around, palms at the sides of her helmet, like the idea was giving her a headache. “I’m so not going with you. Given everything that’s befallen the others, I’m a statistical outlier. And I won’t be beating the odds forever. We need to leave before we run out of luck.”

“Three days,” Yalena begged. “Give me three days. We’ll get the ship fixed. We’ll try to find out where Felix is hiding my father and Sibel and I’m going to do what I do best—plant the seed of disruption in these soldiers’ minds. Three days.” 

Natalia expelled a noisy breath. “I suppose we could multi-task while we get the ship ready.”

“Once we do, you can go, if you want to.” Even as she said it, Yalena could hear the hollow fear behind the words. She needed Natalia more than she cared to admit. 

“And what? Leave you here to reign justice like a suicidal one-woman army?” Natalia huffed, but her voice had softened.

Yalena felt that contagious optimism blossom inside her—that stubborn relentlessness she carried in her very core. “Unless you’re afraid I’ll hoard all the glory. Then, you could stay, and Felix would have two one-woman armies on his hands.”

Yalena imagined Natalia scowling behind the black visor, but the acknowledgment of her being as powerful as an army on her own must have stroked Natalia’s ego. “Enough baiting, boss. Let’s go brainwash the clones with our agenda.”

* * *
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THE LONE SUN HAD ALMOST entirely disappeared behind the jagged, rocky landscape by the time Yalena and Natalia stumbled back to the crash site. Yalena threw the ripped-out radio onto the icy ground in front of the corpus.

“We need to get rid of the bodies, if we’re going to send soldiers here to fix the ship.”

Natalia started the hoverbike, its lights pointing ahead to give them visibility. “The temperature is falling fast. Hurry.”

Yalena’s jaw stiffened. “Here we go.”

She pushed the half-open gate to the side and sneaked inside the corpus. The three dead Fians looked exactly like before, their foreheads covered in sticky, plum-colored blood and their chins tilted to the side. One of them still had his eyes open. 

Yalena’s knees shook and her stomach contracted. All she could imagine was their panic, the horror of those last seconds, the sensation of knowing it was over. She thought she’d been able to imagine it before, but she’d been wrong. No matter how compassionate, a human could never understand. Not even Jen would have been able to relate enough. Only a Fian could truly feel that pain, understand the horror and the empty sorrow of those last seconds of life.

Yalena became aware that her body was shaking, convulsing almost, when Natalia squeezed her shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”

But Yalena couldn’t turn her back on this. “I did this. It’s mine to deal with.”

She motioned for Natalia to help her up. This must be what working at a Fian hospital would feel like, Yalena thought as she fought to keep control of herself. She unbuckled the nearest Fian from his seat. Natalia tactfully positioned herself opposite her, ready to grab his feet. They carried the bodies out one by one and left them lined up behind the nearest rocks.

Yalena was silent throughout the trip back to the barracks. Natalia, on the other hand, was muttering to herself, probably still in shock. Yalena would have offered to drive if her body hadn’t felt so paralyzed. Her mind, though, was sifting through it all. She’d have to take charge of the clones now, even if that would require her to act Fian. All that mattered was that she got through to them. And she had an idea of where to start.

As soon as they’d landed in the hangar, she approached the nearest clone.

“I need to see the two of you that were there when I woke up,” Yalena said. “And the one that was guarding my assistant’s cell.” She tilted her head in Natalia’s direction.

The guard took them to the canteen, where they chewed on the dry protein steak and washed it down with water. Yalena had to force herself into each movement, no matter how insignificant or easy it appeared.

Three identical Veronicas lined up in front of the table after only a few minutes.

“You asked for us,” one of them said.

“I have a special assignment for you,” Yalena said. “Take us someplace we can talk in private.”

She stood, leaving her half-eaten ration on the table. Natalia was in the middle of cutting another piece of the protein steak off. Her eyes darted up to Yalena’s and she popped the last bite into her mouth before joining them.

They took a corridor to the left of the route to the control tower. Yalena didn’t even try to keep track of where they were going, though. She was in a linguistic loop, trying to find the words to express what she needed to say.

When they entered a small, windowless room she went rogue anyway, before anyone had so much as taken a seat. “Everything you’ve ever known has been a lie.”

The three identical girls looked back at her with blank expressions.

“What do you mean, mistress?” the closest one to Yalena asked.

Yalena swallowed the dryness in her throat. “I mean, I’m not a mistress. And in the real world, there are no masters and mistresses and no products. You aren’t products. You’re copies...of a real person. Creating you was illegal and that’s why you’re hidden down here.” Despite them balking at her, she said it all in one breath. “And I won’t stand for it anymore. If Felix and the Fians—the ones you call masters—don’t care to treat you as human beings, then screw them. I care. We, humans, care. And we’re here to help.”

The girl at the center moved a step closer to her after careful consideration. “Is this why your genetic markup wasn’t exactly the same as theirs?”

The fact she hadn’t called the Fians ‘masters’ meant more than anything to Yalena at that moment.

“Yes. I’m half Fian, half human.” She wanted to turn to the girl by her name, but the only name that popped into Yalena’s mind was not enough for the number of Veronica’s around. Unless... “Can I call you Vero?”

The girl blinked a few times fast. “All right.”

Yalena glanced at the Veronica double to the right. “Could you be Ronnie?” Then, she turned to the third girl. “And you—Nicky?”

They both nodded to agree.

“And can you say your names when I approach you, so I know who I’m speaking to?

Another round of nods followed.

Perhaps it was cheesy, giving them Veronica-related nicknames, but it made Yalena feel closer to them. The real Veronica, the stubborn gutsy girl, was somehow still alive under their skin. Together, they’d make Felix sorry he’d dared to create this army.
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Chapter 12. The Tests
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Fixing the Fian ship took the better part of the next day, but Vero, Ronnie and Nicky followed Yalena’s orders with the utmost precision and worked round the clock. Even Natalia had to admit the plan seemed more doable with every passing day.

The main problem was that all other clones looked to Yalena for guidance at every step. With her only allies focused on ship repairs, she often had to guess what her role as a Fian would have been and do as was expected of her. This made her increasingly angrier at Felix—especially when she had to refer to Veronica’s doubles as products or watch them combat train, showing no mercy to each other. So far, she hadn’t seen the slightest sign that any of the others might be as receptive to her propaganda as Vero, Nicky and Ronnie.

So, Yalena had to routinely give the clones the go-ahead for coded stages of the battle preparation with little idea of what she was actually approving. She thought she managed well until the time a group of clones asked her to begin phase three.

A few of Veronica’s faces looked expectantly at her.

“It must be time,” one of them said. “The mother ship is almost ready to load. The test must be completed by then.”

“Of course it must,” Yalena almost choked on the words.

She glanced over at Natalia. The Fians were coming to take their army and bring it to Earth.

Natalia’s dark eyes bore into Yalena. Time was running out to warn Eric about the army.

The clones motioned to leave, but halted, apparently waiting for Natalia.

“Go with them,” Yalena whispered, trying not to move her lips too much. “Find out what phase three is. I’ll try to figure out how much time we have until the Fians arrive.”

Nicky, Vero and Ronnie nodded.

“We’ll need another day to complete the repairs,” one of them confirmed.

They all stood up and went into opposite exits of the canteen.

Two Veronica doubles took Yalena to the control room. She didn’t ask what she was meant to be doing, just sat at the command, seemingly at ease. A few digital forms appeared for her to fill out.

Yalena had to verify the soldiers ready to board the mother ship. Three fields appeared, called ‘product type one’, ‘product type two’ and ‘product type three’.

Yalena’s throat felt dry as she addressed the nearest Veronica. “How many do we have of type one at latest count?” She tried not to think about what might be making their numbers fluctuate or drop.

The clone typed on the screen in front of her. “After the last tests, 7 687.”

Yalena threw all of her resolve into producing a slack expression. Almost eight thousand Veronicas ready to march on Earth. “And type two?” Those would be the Daves, she thought, with outrage still raw.

“Only five,” the clone said. “The trial run. You haven’t yet approved mass production.”

“And type three?” Yalena struggled to keep her voice flat.

The clones looked dumbfounded. “Just the one—your assistant.”

“Good,” Yalena said. “Our strategy doesn’t require more of any of the product types.” It was a feeble bluff, but a necessary one.

Another clone lifted her head from her clipboard. “Also, the results of the latest tests are up. Would you like to check?”

Yet again, this ‘test’ came up, but Yalena resisted the urge to snap the clipboard out of the clone’s hands. Natalia hadn’t returned from investigating phase three, and Yalena was done guessing. “Take me there.”

A short elevator trip later, the great white doors of what looked like the main lab slid open. Yalena’s shoes squeaked against the glossy floor. The sound echoed through the clear room. A lone white module stood at the center of the space. Five ovals spread around it symmetrically, like the petals of a giant flower.

Yalena held her breath as she approached. It looked exactly like the device that had contained Dave’s clones.

Shaking, Yalena placed her hand on the central module. It flipped open, revealing dozens upon dozens of injections, tucked side-by-side. Blue serum filled the syringes. Yalena was all too sure it contained Novofex.

“And where are the test subjects?” She forced her voice to sound level, but she had probably failed.

In place of an answer, a clone entered a command on the display by the door. 

The oval modules surrounding the central compartment like flower petals turned translucent at once. And Yalena wanted to scream. They weren’t full of liquid like the machines growing the Dave clones, but instead each contained a white stretcher with the lifeless body of a Veronica clone—skin turned Fian purple.

“Same result as all previous testing,” a clone said, while the walls seemed to close in around Yalena.

She fought the dizziness that threatened to make her double over and be sick. It had happened before. Countless times, probably.

“We’ll keep working on the injection serum, but the prognosis isn’t promising,” the clone added.

Yalena’s brain hurt as it seemed to twist and rearrange inside her head. The Fians must still have the working formula that had once turned Cara White and the others into Fians, but clones weren’t exactly like humans. One thing she knew from science class was that they couldn’t reproduce. And perhaps they reacted to the injection differently. Their bodies rejected it.

“Leave me alone,” Yalena said, without specifying for how long. All she knew was the anger building inside her, scorching her insides. She had to keep it hidden and, right now, the only way to do that was to hide herself away.

The quiet swish of the doors closing set her free. Her knees gave in, and she crumbled to the floor, shaking with rage that ripped her apart.

She wasn’t sure how long she stayed there, stunned by the discovery. There was so much more she needed to tell Eric now. That had to be it—Felix’s plan for Earth. To turn it into another Nova Fia. To rule them all once he subjected them to the vibe. And he didn’t care how many clones he killed in his tests.

Even once hours had passed, Yalena had trouble picking herself up. The Fians weren’t here. She was meant to have this place wrapped around her finger, but it still kept kicking her down. The feeling of failure drowned her, making time blur, until a quiet voice broke her out of it.

“Mistress?”

Yalena glanced up at the Veronica double. It wasn’t Nicky, Vero or Ronnie, or else she would have addressed her by name. When Yalena didn’t answer, the clone spoke again. “There was one more test we completed. I think you’d like to see it.” 

Yalena’s stomach tightened. More bad news.

The clone hesitated again. “I think we finally made it work...at least on the product type three.”

Yalena jolted upright with her insides frozen. “My assistant?” Yalena almost screamed at the girl. Her lips trembled uncontrollably. “Take me to her. Now.”

The tangled ball of nerves in Yalena’s stomach seemed to grow the further down the corridor the clones took her. When they were in front of the door, inserting codes to get it open, the sensation built into terror. And that was before Yalena heard Natalia’s strangled squeal. When the doors opened, two clones were trying to hold Natalia down. Black hair covered her face as she struggled forward, away from them.

Yalena’s mind fogged with dread. She knew it before she saw it. It wasn’t her own dread she’d felt, not most of it. It was Natalia’s.

“Let her go,” Yalena ordered, her voice tight like a whip.

The clones obeyed at once. That was perhaps the tone they were used to.

“Natalia?” Yalena called out softly.

The girl only squirmed in response. She was breathing so heavily, it felt like a weight on Yalena’s chest.

Yalena reached out a trembling hand to place it on Natalia’s shoulder.

“Don’t touch me!” The scream pierced right through Yalena.

Natalia shook violently. Against the white background, a slight blue tint sparkled in her dark complexion.

“What did you do to me?” she cried in trembles.

“Out, all of you,” Yalena shouted at the clones after a momentary struggle. Natalia’s vibe was raw and powerful. It drowned her in helplessness, but Yalena needed to be strong. She needed to ground Natalia.

“Look at me, Nat,” she said.

Trembling, Natalia turned a little in her direction. The clear bluish tint of her complexion made Yalena’s throat throb, but she forced herself to still the reaction. Natalia didn’t need her terror, her regret or her compassion. She needed her strength and her acceptance.

“Did you do this?” Natalia cried.

Yalena shook her head, eyes wide in shock.

“I did everything you asked and look at me. They injected me.” Natalia sobbed. “I’m not me.”

Yalena forced a steel wall around her aching heart. “You are still you. I feel you, Nat, through the vibe. Do you feel it?”

She used the vibe to push out a beacon of hope. Natalia shivered slightly in response.

“That’s the vibe,” Yalena said. “We’re connected now.”

Natalia finally looked up. The bluish tint gleamed in her wet eyes too. “Yalena?”

Her face contorted in pain, not anger, before she leapt into Yalena’s arms. Yalena squeezed Natalia as hard as she could, yet Natalia’s new Fian grip almost crushed her. She felt the ragged, short breaths rise in Natalia’s chest. With the vibe, she scanned her and all that came back was fear, dread and doubt.

Yalena had guessed Natalia’s nastiness had been a defense mechanism. Now she felt for the mortified soul behind it. Erratic panic washed over Yalena like a tidal wave, submerged her into a world not her own. And she finally understood the depths of Natalia’s reality. The dreadful fear. The self-doubt. The paralyzing anxiety.

“Feel my vibe,” Yalena soothed. “Breathe with me. Feed off it.”

She willed herself to hold on to the things that ground her. She thought of Eric and Alec, who’d always made her feel safe. She thought of Jen and Nico and Heidi. Of the friendship that bound them all. Of the feeling she was never alone.

Natalia’s breathing slowly started to match Yalena’s. Hot tears rolled down her cheek, tightly pressed against Yalena’s. 

“What’s going to happen to me?” Natalia managed to say at last. “I’m going to die without Novofex.”

Yalena’s chest swelled with resolve and a sudden onset of ferocious determination. “Then we’ll get you Novofex.”

“How?” Natalia’s breathing hitched. “The ship isn’t ready yet.” 

“I don’t care how or what it costs me.” Yalena pushed the pure, steely resolve in her heart out through the vibe. “Natalia Khanna, you’re not going to die on me.”
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Chapter 13. The Mother Ship
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Yalena didn’t feel it was safe to leave Natalia on her own in the test recovery room, even just long enough to check on the Fian ship repairs, so she stayed with her for ‘downtime’—the clones’ idea of nighttime. Natalia didn’t sleep all throughout the night, but by morning, her vibe had stilled simply because she’d grown groggy.

“Is this Felix’s ultra-evil plan?” Natalia sounded reluctant.

Yalena licked her bottom lip. “He wants to turn humans into Fians, but testing the clones isn’t good enough.”

“When they brought me here, we went over it. They have been running testing rounds like this for months. All clones subjected to the tests died within a few hours.” Natalia’s eyes were swollen and bleary. “I wanted to come and tell you, but they didn’t let me. They said they needed to test the injection on another type, whatever that means.”

Yalena’s skin prickled at the thought. “It means a set of DNA. They’ve only ever seen three sets—Veronica’s, Dave’s and yours. They had already tested Veronica’s clones unsuccessfully, and Dave’s clones aren’t complete yet. That only left you.”

Yalena buried her face in her hands. From the lack of sleep, purple circles zoomed in and out against the blackness of her closed eyelids.

Natalia’s voice was low when she continued. “They were complaining that they didn’t get to produce more...” Then, she must have made the connection. “They wanted to clone me too?”

“I didn’t authorize it,” Yalena said, but it felt like a small consolation prize.

The doors of the recovery room split open without a warning beep.

“Mistress,” the clone that entered said. “We’ve received a message from the mothership. We’re to prepare to board the entire army. They’ve also requested a report from the ambassadors.”

Yalena’s throat burned dry. Of course, Felix would want Robin’s report as he came to take his army. “When do they get here?”

The Veronica clone in front of her seemed to be trying to hide her surprise at the question, but a slight flinch betrayed her. “In a few hours. All products are gathering in the hangar.”

Terror must have shown on Yalena’s face.

The clone regarded her with a little bit of suspicion. “Everything all right, mistress?”

“Yes,” she cleared her throat, trying to get into character. The vibe of panic from Natalia was overpowering. “All is according to plan. I’ll make sure the latest product tested is ready for my report.”

They nodded and exited.

Yalena squeezed Natalia’s hand, a gesture she would have shied away from before, but she wasn’t deterred by Natalia’s snappy attitude anymore.

“I know this is scary, but it’s time to go.” As if to show she meant it, Yalena grabbed two product uniforms out of the wardrobe and tossed one to Natalia. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

Natalia moved to the edge of the bed, but then hesitated. “And go where?”

Yalena was afraid to say it out loud. “Nova Fia. It’s the only way to save you.” And she’d vowed to save Natalia.

The Moonie slid from the bed and started to change. “What about warning Eric about the army? If we take the ship through the wormhole, instead of to Nova Fia, we could beat the mothership to Earth.”

Yalena’s heart sank. There hadn’t been enough time to turn the clones against Felix. “If we don’t warn Eric, this army will turn humans into new Fians.”

Natalia seemed to have snapped into action mode. “As if Felix needs more minions.”

Yalena’s chest felt heavy with a special kind of burden, with the realization that her only way to both save Natalia and warn Eric would be to trust her unlikely allies. “Then we’ll send Eric a message, but we’re still going to Nova Fia” she said. “I told you, I’m not going to let you die on me.”

* * * 
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DRESSED LIKE REGULAR clones, complete with the glossy helmets that would hide their faces, Natalia and Yalena left the recovery room. They joined a well-formed line of clones making their way to the hangars.

Yalena was making calculations in her mind. Vero, Nicky and Ronnie were probably still at the crash site. She had to check the hangar log to be sure. All of the promises she’d made to Natalia were worth nothing if that ship wasn’t ready to fly.

They hurried along with only hushed exchanges, during which Yalena tried to prepare Natalia for feeling the vibe of another full-blood Fian.

“You need to breathe deeply, slow your heart rate,” she said, but she felt it may well be useless.

Natalia must have thought the same. “How long did it take you to get the hang of it?”

Yalena gave her a half smile, even though it wouldn’t show through the helmet. “About six months. But remember, I’m only a hybrid. You’ll be a natural.”

Natalia snorted as the line of clones slowed down. They were entering the hangar one by one. When Yalena stepped inside, she tensed.

The hangar main door was connected to a corpus so enormous that she’d never seen anything like it.

“Is that...” Natalia trailed off beside her.

“It must be...” Yalena whispered in awe. “Farsight.”

The migration ship that had once carried humans from a world they believed was dying through the wormhole to Nova Fia, the savior planet, was now ready to send back an army meant to destroy humanity.

“We must split up,” Yalena said.

Natalia’s vibe of reluctance preceded her response. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“The two of us together will point any Fian right to us. Go in the far end, closer to the hoverbikes. If they sense us, get on one and get to the crash site.”

Natalia stayed put for a second, hesitating. “What about you?”

Yalena turned in the direction of the nearest log station. “I need to check where Vero, Ronnie and Nicky are. I’ll be fine. Go.”

The clones started lining up in a matrix formation, one step apart from each other in any direction. Yalena hurried to the log and swiped the ‘masters’ pass the clones had given her. The log showed no entries for that morning. That meant her three trustees were still at the crash site. Yalena wasn’t sure it was a good sign. What if they took too long to finish?

She waited for a group of three clones to come near and mixed in with them, just in case someone was watching. Yalena tried to take a relatively advantageous spot in the matrix, but she was further away from the hoverbikes than she would have liked.

One by one, the thousands of clones filled the enormous hangar. That, Yalena thought, was an army to be reckoned with. Turn it on human forces that were expecting Fians instead and watch them stagger back or, worse, lose their humanity.

The heavy door of the Farsight migration ship lowered slowly in the crisp silence. Then a group of Fians descended into the hangar. Waiting to receive them was the only clone without a helmet on. Yalena could never be sure, but she thought it was the one from the control room. She never wore a helmet.

They didn’t exchange any greetings. Yalena tried to keep still and silence her vibe, regardless of how much she wanted to stand on peep toe to see the Fians better or extend her vibe in search of their auras and identities.

It hardly mattered though. Felix’s voice was hard to forget. “Are all products accounted for?”

“All except three,” the clone said. “The mistress sent them on another task.”

Dread pooled at the pit of Yalena’s stomach, but she willed herself to calm down.

“The mistress?” Felix sounded murderous. “Which mistress would that be? Where is Robin and his crew?”

The clone didn’t stutter. “I knew something was off with her. So many uncoordinated assignments. So little guidance.”

“Talk in specifics,” Felix ordered.

“She arrived a few days ago by hoverbike with three others, all dressed like products. We thought it was a drill. One died in the chase. One escaped. The mistress was hurt.”

“Let me guess,” Felix dragged out. To Yalena’s distress, he didn’t sound concerned anymore. “She looked like a product, but she had master DNA.”

The clone must have nodded. “We were prepping her for production when we found out, so we nursed her to health instead. When she woke up, she said she was your ambassador.”

“What about the other two?” The note of calm in Felix’s voice was an illusion of safety.

“The dead one was salvaged for production. Five products of his type are in the completion phase. The mistress stopped us from producing the other one.”

Felix’s voice grew murderous. “Where is she now?” 

Even from afar, Yalena could hear the clicking of nails against a tablet.

“Her card was last used to check the hangar log. She’s here.”

Slowly, as if savoring the click clack of his boots, Felix walked away from the clone and addressed the thousands in front of him. “Oh, Yalena? Come out, come out wherever you are.”

But Yalena wasn’t the scared girl that had once found herself unprepared in a room full of Fians, drowning in their vibes. She almost let her eyelids close, humming on the inside, a monotonous, drowsy melody. A vibration that soothed her vibe and erected a mental wall around her.

“It’s only a matter of time now,” Felix said with venom. “I don’t even need to ask them to remove the helmets.” His shoes squeaked as he took a turn through the rows of clones. “I can sense your clumsy, panicked vibe for miles.” His steps sounded faster, more confident by the second. Then he stopped. “Let’s look each other in the eyes, shall we, Troian?”

But he was nowhere near Yalena. Instead, Natalia undid her helmet slowly, then suddenly flung it off in one quick swipe, smacking Felix’s chin on one side. “Guess again.”
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Chapter 14. The Message
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Yalena broke rank, sprinting straight for the hoverbikes. With more clones around her than she could count, she was surprised they didn’t block her exit. Perhaps they thought she was rushing to Felix’s rescue. By the sound of the fight, Natalia was holding her own against the Fian leader.

At the end of a corridor between two lines of clones, Yalena finally saw a hoverbike in reach. She swung herself onto it and swiped her access pass to activate it.

The engine vibrated almost silently, but Yalena stepped on the gas to make it roar. A thousand helmets turned to her. Yalena launched through the formation, lifting the bike on its back wheel. Wall after wall of clones split in front of her to avoid the hoverbike.

Yalena let the vibe pull her to the spot where Felix had recovered from Natalia’s desperate first blows. When Yalena reached the circle of reluctant clones around them, Felix had his hands up in the air, his eyes glued to Natalia.

“Easy,” he said to her. “I’m not going to hurt you. They thought you were a clone and injected you, didn’t they?” He reached out with his vibe, emulating strength and leadership, even honor. “You’re one of my people now. I’ll protect you.”

Natalia trembled visibly. “You’re a liar.”

“Not about this,” Felix said. His vibe now exuded pride, confidence and a protectiveness Yalena had never sensed on him before. “The tests must have been failing because a product isn’t exactly like a human. But you... You’re like one of the founders. You’re a real Fian now. Join us.”

The army of clones stood frozen. They didn’t even try to reach Yalena. They were watching, fighting to make sense of Felix’s words.

Yalena stepped on the gas and dug the front tire in so the hoverbike spun around and knocked Felix to the ground with its rear end.

“Hop on,” Yalena called to Natalia. Doubt filled her heart for the second Natalia stood still, but then the Moonie ran to the hoverbike. 

Both palms planted on the floor, Felix spat dark blood, before his eyes fixed on them. “There’s no way out, Troian.”

Natalia’s arms tightened around Yalena’s waist. A silent urge to hurry out.

Felix squared his shoulders and stood up smoothly, like he was made of steel. “You’re outnumbered, Troian.”

“We are, but we’re also Fian,” Yalena’s voice echoed in the vast hangar. “Go on, set them on the masters. If they haven’t already, that’s when they’ll realize they can fight you.”

A line on Felix’s forehead deepened. Yalena used that second of indecision to lift off into the air. From that vantage point, she saw the rest of the Fians scrambling to mount a weapon on a tripod. It swung around with ease, taking aim.

“Oh, holy stars!” Natalia gasped.

Yalena’s hands tightened around the handles. “Hold on!”

A thousand Veronicas stared at them as the Fians opened fire. Yalena raised the front shield and the fiery droplets that reached it dissolved before her eyes. She made a sharp turn and then another, trying to avoid the line of fire. The hatches that usually let the hoverbikes out were down low. She’d have to land to get to them. She steered away from the Fians, flew over Felix and landed with a deafening bang at the very end of the hangar. The clones who were last in the matrix formation dispersed around the hoverbike, confused. They still didn’t dare attack them.

The sound of Felix’s shoes against the floor echoed in Yalena’s mind, the vibe of blind hatred overpowering her. She steered the bike toward a hatch and swiped her access pass to open it. A click behind her told her that Natalia had pulled on her helmet.

The hatch opened as a wall behind them closed. Then they were flying over the vast sparkling-white ice. Yalena was afraid to look back and see a swarm of hoverbikes sent after them. But in her rear-view screen, she only saw four, each with a single Fian aboard.

“You got in his paranoid head,” Natalia said. “He’s afraid to order the clones to fight Fians.”

Yalena sped up. “We should be so lucky.”

She angled the hoverbike down, hoping to shake their tail by zipping around the jagged rocks below. She was grateful Natalia didn’t try to direct her flying, a subject the Moonie usually had a few thoughts on.

They swooshed past the first line of rocks, but they were too narrow to provide cover.

“We need to lead them away from the crash site,” Yalena said. “Get them lost in the rocks.” But she wasn’t sure how to do it. “We need to switch. You’re better at this.”

“Are you crazy?” Natalia screamed from behind. “We’re not making a pit stop to let them catch up to us.”

Yalena didn’t doubt her instinct. “We can’t lead them to the crash site. It’s our only way out.”

She spotted an entrance into the underground caves and dove straight for it.

“What are you doing?” Natalia protested. “What if it’s a dead end?”

“They’ll assume we know it’s not.”

The tunnel hid them from view immediately and Yalena only dug deeper into it. At an intersection, she took a narrow path leading further into the ice. She parked the hoverbike and turned off the engine.

“When they come in and sense us, a part of me will be glad an idiot like you didn’t make it.” Natalia’s complaint didn’t distract Yalena.

She took the distress signal sparks, broke them in half and drew a circle around Natalia and herself. The hot material melted the ice into a shallow pool. Then she shushed Natalia and took out the lights.

They held their breaths for mere seconds before the ice around them vibrated with the frequency of more hoverbikes. Just in case the water barrier wasn’t enough to dull their vibes, Yalena willed herself to be calm, cool, even stoic. The hum grew louder, then faded out as the Fians chasing them continued down the other path in the cave.

Yalena breathed a little sigh of relief. “There must be someone on the surface, waiting to see where we’ll reappear, but if we wait a little, they’ll have to expand their search area, and they might not be able to react fast enough when we exit.”

“As usual, your sentences reek of wishful thinking,” Natalia remarked sullenly.

Yalena didn’t waste her energy with a reply. Instead she flicked through the hoverbike apps until she found a recorder.

“We might not have time to do this later,” she said.

“Do what?”

“Leave a message for Eric.” Yalena’s stomach twisted when she said her brother’s name. She hadn’t even allowed herself to think of him, of everyone back at STAR Academy, or of Alec. “They need to know the Fians are coming. They need to know what their plan is, or else every single human might end up exposed to Novofex.”

Natalia stood still while Yalena, trying not to let her voice waver too much, recorded a short message for Eric.

Then, the girls switched places. Yalena nodded to encourage Natalia to take them out of the cave. With any luck, the Fians would be too confused and slow to follow.

They shot out of the cave at full speed. Yalena turned back, despite the risk of it making her dizzy. She only spotted two of the four hoverbikes that had initially chased them. They were scouting the rocks further down from the cave exit.

“They’ve seen us,” Yalena said. “But we’ve got a head start.”

Natalia sped up so fast that everything turned into a blur, and Yalena had to look forward to avoid a dizzy spell. They were at the crash site before long. Yalena slid off the hoverbike as soon as it had touched down. She ran to the closest one of Veronica’s clones, who was fixing the wiring in an open side panel.

“It’s Ronnie,” the clone said, as Yalena had instructed the three of them to do, so she could always refer to them by name.

“They’re here, they’re after us.” Yalena panted, while Ronnie’s face stiffened.

“The repairs aren’t done,” she stuttered.

Dread clenched Yalena’s stomach. “Can the ship fly at all?”

Ronnie gaped at her. “It can, but...”

“Then we have to go.” Yalena whirled around to look for the others. “Vero, Nicky?”

They came running from inside the ship.

Yalena trembled as all three of them lined up in front of her. She wanted to take them with her; she couldn’t bear the thought of the three of them fighting in that war, not after everything they’d done to help her.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “Where we’re going, I can’t take you. You’d die on Nova Fia without the injection.”

“And the injection would kill us,” Vero said.

Yalena nodded slowly. “But we won’t let Felix get away with it. I need you to be brave.”

They stared at her unblinking, listening.

“The Fians think themselves masters of the universe. They’re going to a planet full of humans, like Natalia, like the girl you were all cloned from. Millions of them, all with different faces. He’s going to pit you against them and use Novofex to turn them into Fians. The humans...they’ll be blindsided and horrified to fight you. We have laws that forbid what he did to you.”

Nicky clicked her tongue. “We need to warn them.”

Yalena presented them with the memory chip from the hoverbike. “It’s all here. The entire explanation. I need you to smuggle it and hide it from Felix at all cost.”

Slowly, they nodded.

“Who do we give it to when we reach the planet?”

“Not when you reach it.” Yalena shook her head. “It would be too late by then. I’ve included a channel frequency to a place called STAR Academy. You will request to speak to Eric O’Donnell and you’ll trust him alone.”

Natalia threw a quick look over her shoulder. “They’re coming!”

Yalena scanned the skies, spotting four hoverbikes speeding toward them. “You’re going to tell them I made you do the repairs and that you followed my orders because of my Fian blood. You’ll say you fought us and tried to stop us from escaping.”

Vero stepped up, handing a laser beamer to Yalena with determination. “I guess you’ll have to make it seem convincing.”

Yalena took the laser beamer with pursed lips. “You saved my life. I’ll never forget it. I’ll never forget you.”

They didn’t seem to have the time or experience to reply to such an emotional statement.

“Remember,” Ronnie said quickly, “The ship can only fly short distances and the landing system hasn’t been re-calibrated. Soft-surface landings only.”

Yalena swallowed, trying not to think about that. Natalia had already run inside the spacecraft.

“Don’t hesitate,” Vero said.

Yalena raised the gun and shot in her direction. She only brushed the girl’s shoulder with the laser, but it must have stung. Vero fell to her knees. Yalena took a similar shot at Ronnie’s thigh and Nicky’s back, so she fell face first.

Guilt snagging at her from inside, Yalena looked away from a fight scene a lot more convincing than she’d expected. “Be brave,” she whispered, turning to the spacecraft. “Show that bastard that he can take a human away from humanity, but he can never take humanity out of the humans.”

Inside the spacecraft, Natalia had buckled herself into the first pilot seat. Yalena quickly slid into second pilot position. By the time Felix and the Fians lowered down their hoverbikes, it was too late to stop the launch. Natalia counted down under her breath, and then they lifted off the ice moon, watching the rocks, clones and Fians turn into insignificant dots.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Part II
ERIC
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Chapter 15. Echoes of a Failure
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Yalena’s words haunted Eric all throughout the trip back. Every time he looked over at Heidi, he knew they’d made the right call. Underneath the cover of that certainty though, an ugly monster reared its head—fear.

Whenever Eric’s eyelids closed, he saw the flash. One quick spark. A second. That was all it had taken to split the timeline of his life in two—before and after his father was erased from existence.

Now, Eric had left Yalena behind. After a lifetime dreaming of a family, a mother and siblings, he’d just left his sister, his best friend, out there in the belly of the beast. He’d left her in a place where each second could be that flash that took her away from him forever.

Eric squeezed his eyes shut for a long moment.

The air scrubbers had worked overtime to refresh the air, given the extra few people on board, but the crowded Eagle still felt stuffy. The silent corpus of the Eagle told him most of his classmates, if not all, had sunk into dark thoughts as well.

Childishly, Eric wished he could mope around. The idea of returning so soon and empty-handed made him feel less of a leader with each second that passed. His mind flooded with opposing ideas that pulled his attention in all directions, paralyzing him. He yearned to go back and get Yalena. Instead, all he could do was use his diplomatic talents to help her from Unifier. And deep down, what he really wanted was to quit. Not because he doubted he was good at his tasks, but because he was drowning. It was all too much. He needed it to stop.

Every time his thoughts took that turn and made that admission though, he sighed deeply. Quitting was not an option and Yalena had been right in pointing out why.

Heidi. 

There had been no one to protect Norma, to push her out of harm’s way, but Eric and Yalena had to protect Heidi. She couldn’t do this, she couldn’t fight next to them like just another classmate, like a soldier in the ranks. He’d never be able to pinpoint the moment he’d started thinking of Heidi differently. It had been gradual. She signified what both Yalena and Eric had lost—a mother, the strong figure that linked a family together. 

They couldn’t sacrifice her. Not to any cause. That was his real mission and failure was not an option.

Jen squeezed his hand, bringing him to the present moment. “Are you all right?”

Eric cleared his throat. “I’m better than I’ll be when I have to face the Trinity.”

“Jea’s going to be on your side.” Jen’s loop-through ponytail shook as she nodded. “And Chris is always a jerk, so I wouldn’t take that to mean anything.”

The grave expression in Bako’s dark eyes and the warning he’d issued at send-off flashed into Eric’s mind. “It’s not them I’m worried about.”

Eric watched the little Belt station come into view and fade away. They didn’t have to pass it on the way to Unifier, but he had insisted. With everything going so wrong so fast, a part of him wanted to make sure it was still there. That Felix hadn’t blown it to pieces while the third-years were being hunted by those reptiles.

The Belt station seemed intact. With a sigh, Eric accepted Josie’s request on the comms.

“What’s wrong?” Her voice was shaky.

“We suffered some losses.” Eric felt his pulse in his throat. “The teams were too big for a recon mission. Yalena stayed behind to finish it with those left on the Chameleon. We’ll help out on this end.”

Josie didn’t question the new plan, but the silence that fell over the line did that for her. Failure was all the Trinity—the ambassadors chosen for the near worlds—would see. Months of preparation and only failure to show for it.

“Five people,” Eric whispered to himself. “A quarter of the third-year class. Gone in under an hour.”

When they arrived at Unifier, it was clear that the news of the mission failure preceded them. Josie must have relayed the message.

One purple panel was already dark, waiting for them. Even though it had been just over a week since they’d left the station, Eric couldn’t shake the feeling that too much had happened since. His feet weighed him down even in the 0.7g on Unifier.

Cooper wasn’t there to receive them, which meant he wasn’t alone. He’d never have resisted the urge to come check on Heidi.

Eric went straight to the commander’s office. Alone.

He’d been there a thousand times. Perhaps his first memory of it was when he’d sneaked into the food storage, eaten too many breakfast biscuits and the security guard had had to bring him up there to his dad—both for breaking into the food storage room and for throwing up biscuits all over the corridor. Back then, Eric had marveled at the top view from his dad’s office and fallen asleep on the two-seater couch.

Now, Jea sat in one of the guest spots on the couch, twisting a strand of flaming dyed-orange hair around her finger. Next to her was Bako in a turquoise uniform, the new planned Martian navy style. Cooper sat in the commander’s seat behind the desk. He probably hadn’t managed to get Chris on the line to complete the Trinity.

Eric gave him a nod first, hoping it would convey the essential—that Heidi was safe.

Jea clapped her hands without much enthusiasm. “Baby O’Donnell. We didn’t expect to see you back so soon.”

Cooper stood from behind the desk and walked over to place a hand on Eric’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”

He only nodded, because he couldn’t say it out loud. It didn’t ring true. “Most of us are. Shaken but fine.”

Cooper squeezed Eric’s shoulder and motioned for him to sit in the chair opposite the commander’s desk. Eric spun it in a half turn, so he could look at both Cooper, who’d gone back to his seat, and Jea and Bako on his right.

Bako’s black eyes dug into Eric. “What do you mean by most, my friend?”

Eric’s heart made that awful thrashing sound in his ears. The sound of dread. “We landed on one of the worlds in their Goldilocks zone to check out this building. It looked like a science center or perhaps the entrance to their barracks. That’s when we were attacked. We lost five of ours.”

Dead beat of silence. Cooper broke it. “Who did we lose?”

“Carmen, Sebastian, Andrej, Jasper...” Eric hesitated, avoiding Bako’s stare. “Reid.”

Bako leaned in, his elbows resting on his knees. “Not even a fortnight into the mission and you already lost a Martian? You only had three to look after, all pilots. How does a pilot get killed on a recon mission?”

“This is a war,” Cooper said with a voice that was meant to silence further protests. “We mourn our dead, we honor their sacrifice, but we keep the fight alive. If that’s the price we had to pay to find the Fian army, then that’s what we paid.”

“Tell us about it, that army,” Jea said.

“It wasn’t an army.” Eric hadn’t stopped to think how they’d react to the news of the raptor-like creatures with Fian vibe. Looking at the three confused faces in front of him he wished he’d started the explanation differently. “It was wildlife on the new world. Yalena felt a masked vibe. We thought it might belong to genetically modified Fian soldiers. Then the...reptiles attacked us.”

Cooper stared at him unblinking. “What were they exactly?”

“Small, bloodthirsty dinosaurs.” If the memory of them wasn’t still painful, Eric would probably have felt self-conscious about how out of place that must have sounded.

Jea’s hand froze mid-twirl with a fiery curl knotted around her finger. “How can we be sure that’s not the army?”

Eric struggled to force his lungs and throat to produce the words. “The images from the drones, before they got taken out, revealed no trace of the Fians. Just a small research base, similar to the ones on Earth monitoring different species. No Fian in sight. It seems they study these creatures, but there was no sign of a military base.”

“Couldn’t Yalena feel the danger? The vibe must have alerted her?” Cooper’s stare was intense, hunting for the flaws in their plan.

“She did feel it,” Eric said. “And she stalled the attack long enough for half the crew to make their way back to the Eagles, but these were wild predators we’re talking about. They were hunters. We barely made it out.”

Jea finally untangled her fingers from her hair and leaned in. “Josie said that a few members of the Chameleon crew came back with you, but I have a hard time believing Yalena would just head back to Unifier, no matter the losses.”

“She didn’t.”

Eric glanced over at Cooper’s reaction, but Bako raised his voice first.

“This isn’t just a setback. Lives were lost. Now, I have to explain to the Martian council members, who already see this as a battle Earth should be handling alone, that we lost one of our own on a STAR Academy mission before the battle has even truly begun.”

Eric didn’t have it in him to argue back, but a part of him stirred, rubbed the wrong way by that statement. Lives were lives. Martian, Moonie or Earthling. They were meant to be equal.

Jea stood abruptly as if to distract from the tension that had built up. “Where’s Yalena?”

Eric pressed his lips together before replying. “She stayed to finish the mission.”

Bako’s eyes were a dark storm. “Who with?”

Eric expelled a deep breath, anticipating the backlash. “Alec, Dave and Natalia.”

Bako’s hands dropped to his knees with a loud clapping noise. “You’re telling me that out of the three Martians you had on your teams, one is dead and the other two have stayed behind on some sort of a suicide mission?”

Eric looked away from him and kept his eyes on Cooper, whose face was marred by deepening lines. “There was another planet to be checked out, an ice moon, but after what happened, Yalena insisted that I take back everyone who’d made it to the Chimera after the attack. This way her team will be smaller, more agile, easier to warn and defend with her vibe.”

Jea dropped back into the couch, sinking into its cushions. “Yalena is smart. I trust her judgment, and we couldn’t give up on gathering intel on the army at the first sign of trouble.”

“I agree,” Cooper said, although he sounded a little hoarse. “We still need to know what’s coming and Yalena could find that out. Plans rarely go off without a hitch. She made the right call staying behind.”

“My friend, that’s easy for you to say.” Animosity bubbled behind the familiar phrase. “Mars isn’t a part of this war, yet we’re the ones always losing our people to it. How do you propose I explain that to the leaders?”

Eric turned to Bako sharply. “I’m sorry, friend, but every human is a part of this war. The losses Mars has suffered prove this, and you owe it to your fallen Martians to fight back when the Fians come.”

Anger searing through his heart, Eric rose from his seat, and without even glancing at Jea, Bako or Cooper, he stormed out.
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Chapter 16. Forever and a Day
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Chris’ reaction wasn’t much different from Cooper’s, apart from a long pause on the line when he heard about Reid. As an elite pilot, Chris had trained the Martians himself. Despite often behaving like the biggest pain in their side, Chris did seem gutted by the news. He looked away from the camera to collect himself.

“Don’t let morale suffer in the aftermath,” Chris said grimly. “You’re the leader, that’s your job. And think of something...”

In case Yalena fails, was the unsaid bit that nonetheless hung in the air.

Eric stewed for a minute, but he felt the need to share what he knew. “There is something...”

“Listening,” Chris said with a small note of surprise.

The tension in Eric’s shoulders wasn’t a good sign. He hadn’t thought they’d end up discussing this option so soon, but after pacing the night away in his room, his body was filled with the restless desire to act.

Eric glanced at the door, even though he knew Jen had already left for the lab. “Dana left all her research to Jen. There’s so much we’ve only skimmed through.”

From the tablet screen in his lap Chris’ forehead wrinkled. “Dana? Does that mean we’re talking some sort of a bioweapon?” He squeezed his mouth into a pout. “Bioweapons are double-edged swords.”

Eric had to admit that this sober-minded grown-up was a lot easier to get along with than the Chris he’d known before. “I agree. Which is why only Nico, Jen and I will be looking into it. I’ll keep Cooper and you guys in the Trinity updated on what we find.”

“And Yalena?” The pause before that question made it seem like one Chris had been trying to avoid, but it came out anyway.

“We’ll have to wait for them to come back.” The guilt eating away at Eric from the inside felt like acid.

“She’s tough,” Chris said. “She’ll make it back. The question is, with what?”

Eric sighed in a way he wouldn’t normally let himself in front of anyone but those closest to him. “It’s our job to anticipate. After what happened out there, trust me, nothing is off the table.”

***
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THE MEMORIAL HELD FOR the fallen five in the senior class was virtual, and if Eric was being honest, a little hushed. Not that the near worlds didn’t hear of their fallen, but the details remained under wraps.

Cooper held a speech about the importance of the recon mission and how the sacrifice hadn’t been in vain.

“Crucial intel comes at a steep price,” his image said from every screen on Unifier, and possibly way across the near worlds. “Rest assured that after the loss we’ve suffered, we’re using the gathered intel to prepare for a Fian attack against the near worlds in a new way that will hopefully give us an edge. Friends and colleagues are too dear, too painful to lose, but with their lives, they’ve bought us time. For that we’ll be eternally grateful. Rest in peace, our fallen STARs.”

***
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JEN WALKED INTO THE commander’s apartment with only a duffel bag of her belongings. “Thanks for letting me crash here.” She regarded Eric with a shy smile on her pale lips. “Hard to believe I’m missing Natalia, but I couldn’t move back into the dorms, not with her and Yalena gone. And Carmen...” Her whisper died off.

Eric carried her bag into his room and when he came back, he embraced Jen from behind, as if to steady her, to surround her with the comfort she craved. To him, this move felt final. “Please, stay.” His voice was a little weaker when he added, “Not just temporarily.”

Jen’s hand traveled up his arm all the way to his shoulder. “We’ll see.”

Eric spun her around in his arms. Jen leaned in closer, nuzzling into the curve of his neck. She’d taken down her ponytail like she usually did only in the evenings.

Eric smoothed the white-blonde hair away from her face. “What’s there to see? I love you. I’ll love you forever and a day.”

“I love you too.” Jen looked up at him and, at once, the weight on Eric’s shoulders lightened.

Her angelic face made him believe there was beauty in this world, hope and peace. Eric squeezed her tighter around the waist as he leaned down to kiss her. It wasn’t one of the fluttering, light kisses they’d shared for the past few days. It was deep, full of yearning.

A shuffling of feet somewhere down the corridor made them untangle from the embrace and turn around. Heidi approached from Cooper’s room, baby Marcus in her arms. She was forcing a relaxed expression onto her face, but Eric could spot a smile creeping in at the corners of her lips. She hugged the baby closer and sniffed his thin moss-like hair. 

“He’s grown so much, hasn’t he?” she asked.

Eric nodded. As the sight of her washed over him, he pressed his lips together. Yalena was right. They never should have accepted Heidi’s bid to join their mission. And Eric swore to himself that he’d never place her in such danger again.

Jen walked over and gave baby Marcus a soft kiss on the head. “You should take a few weeks off and stay with him,” she said to Heidi.

Heidi looked from Jen to Eric, as if to check whether she should argue back. The resolve to do so must have crumbled inside her the past few days though. “You’ll let me know if you need me?”

“Will do,” Eric said with absolutely no intention of following through.

Heidi sighed and it sounded quite a lot like relief. “I’ll be back to team duties soon, I promise.”

Baby Marcus made a few feeble sounds, as if he’d understood that wasn’t something he’d like. Heidi adjusted her grip, laying him over her shoulder so his little head looked down her back. Eric gave Heidi a small smile and waited for her to go back into the other room so he could start a conversation he knew he couldn’t avoid.

Eric sighed, looking at Jen with guilt in his heart. “Not that I want to start our first night living together with a mission...” He motioned for her to sit at his father’s old workstation, now replaced by two smaller desks for Eric and Cooper.

Jen slid onto the seat gracefully. “Let me guess, this is about Dana’s research, isn’t it? Eric, I haven’t sifted through all of it, but what she told me before she...”—there was a catch in Jen’s throat—“before she was gone...Well, it sounded extreme.”

Eric reached out to hold her hand. “That’s exactly what I told the Trinity, but the news of the raptor attack has changed things. A stealth mission is no longer enough to appease leaders across the near worlds.”

“We’re not just gathering intel.” Jen’s eyes looked tense. “We’re training pilots by the thousands, which is more than the Fians could ever manage. We’re patrolling the Belt and starting a station there. We’re working on shielding the Moon. We’re doing all we can to up our defenses.”

“That’s just it,” Eric said. “Defense is not our only course of action. It cannot be.”

Something shifted in Jen’s expression with the uncomfortable realization of what he was going to ask of her. “Last year when I saved Jea with Yalena’s blood, it had unintended consequences.” A flush of color crawled up her neck. “People were so quick to jump at the opportunity to take something from another species, even if it was their lives, the very blood in their veins.” Jen’s soft features hardened with resolve. “I’m not doing this again. I’m not giving either of the warring sides the equivalent of an atomic bomb, even ours.”

“I don’t want you to either,” Eric said. “The truth, however, is that Sibel was right. We have no idea what’s coming. And trying to find out what she meant hasn’t worked out so far.” His throat felt dry, but he had to get through his argument. “I hate to ask this of you, but we need to at least explore the option.”

Eric hated himself for the pressure he was putting on Jen. He wanted to take her out of this mess, out of the game room of scenarios he’d have to sift through, and to some safe haven where she’d never have to face the dilemma—help kill or be killed.

Eric draped a hand over Jen’s shoulders, and she leaned her head against him. He kissed her forehead, allowing her a second to come to terms with the request.

“I’ll look through Dana’s research,” Jen agreed at last. “But I’ll be searching for a defense.”

Eric nodded. He’d grown accustomed to the occasional non-negotiable request from Jen. Eric was one of the few people who ever seemed to notice how fiercely she could stand her ground. She always seemed guilty when she turned people away, but she never swayed from her principles.

“I won’t object to that,” Eric said. “But you’ll need to let me tell the Trinity we are looking for a weapon of offense.”

Negotiations might seem odd and awkward to others, but Eric liked these moments with Jen, even if they were usually talking about their relationship, not the future of the near worlds. They let him show her that even if he had to proceed with a solution, he’d always fight to let her stay true to her values.

He pulled her so close to him, she was squashed against his chest. “And you’ll have to tell me if you actually find a weapon of offense.”

As his grip around her loosened a little, Jen lift her head from his chest with a piercing look. “Given the cursory look I’ve had over the summer, I will definitely find us a weapon. I promise to tell you all about it, everything, no matter how horrifying, but I need you to give me exclusive access to Dana’s research. No one can work on this but me. Not STAR Academy, not the Trinity, not even Cooper.”

She blinked at him fast.

Eric cleared his throat. “So long as we have some sort of a progress to report to them, it can be arranged.”

His jaw clenched tight though, and he ground his teeth. People often blamed Yalena for all the hidden agendas and secret missions, but even with her gone, Eric was stirring up another clandestine operation. And this one could save millions. Or destroy them.
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Chapter 17. Offensive Defense
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The station on the Belt was far from ready. Earth needed a lot more resources in their training program. And the meetings with the Martians dragged on for hours each day. So far, they’d refused to send patrol ships to the Belt, but that didn’t discourage Eric. He knew their preparations of the navy were advancing fast. That had to be enough for now. They’d have to worry about how to get the navy to Earth or the Belt later.

So far, Jen’s access to Dana’s research had remained exclusive. However, the research was stirring up increasing interest in every meeting that Eric, as a STAR Academy representative, was having with the Trinity and Cooper.

“Do we know if Dana’s work can be used against an army—even a supposedly unbeatable one?” Jea asked in one of the meetings.

“Too soon to tell.” Eric weighed each word cautiously, but even so, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to hold the Trinity off much longer. “It would depend on what this army is.”

“So, as a biological weapon, it would only work once their troops have landed, right?” Bako asked.

“We’d rather avoid that,” Chris jumped in. His face on the screen looked tired, but Eric didn’t stop to think what time it must be for him back on Earth.

Eric wanted to snap at them. “We’re talking about a last resort. A backup plan. Or...” It was too soon to say it, but their questions pressed harder in every meeting he had with them.

Jea flashed a polite smile at him. “Or what?”

“Or it could be sneaked on board Felix’s ship.” Eric gave a sigh of resignation. “If we manage to pull that off somehow.”

Chris’ forehead wrinkled as his eyebrows rose high. “The Fians are surely bringing a whole fleet. It seems futile to target one ship. How would we even know which one?”

Eric’s entire body buzzed with nervous energy. “It’s all hypothetical. Jen has to find out more before we can make precise plans.”

“We can give her a few pairs of extra hands. A couple of brilliant Martian researchers asked me...” Bako said, but the end of his sentence died off as he observed Eric’s expression. “Why not, my friend?”

“She insists on doing this alone,” Eric said, sounding more curt than he’d intended. “Dana left the research to her alone. I’m sure you understand...such a sensitive project has to be kept under wraps.”

“What I understand,” Bako said, “is that you don’t even trust the rest of your colleagues.” He regarded Jea and Cooper, seeking support, but they didn’t react. “We’re training Martian and Earthling armies, alongside the STAR Academy students and the few the Moon could spare, but none of that matters as much as a real weapon. A game-changer that would cancel the battle altogether. We don’t need more soldiers to be sent to slaughter. We need a smarter, faster way to end the war.”

“I understand where you’re coming from,” Eric said, his voice sounding final. “But the research remains secret. For now.”

Bako huffed in exasperation. “And you wonder why Mars isn’t in a hurry to send the navy.”

Eric and Cooper shared glum looks.

“Once Jen has a plan and it’s safe to reveal parts of the bioweapon research to others, then we’ll form a team,” Eric said. “Once we know what exactly we’re dealing with.”

Cooper wiped above his eyebrow with the back of his hand. “She has twenty-four hours.”

Eric blanched, staring at him.

“I’m sorry,” Cooper said. “Push her if you must, but if she doesn’t deliver, we’ll have to bring in a few alumni to work with her.”

Bako raised his hands, palms to Cooper like this was a huge victory. “Thank you, my friend.”

Jea’s flaming orange lips quirked up. “I’d like to volunteer. Last year’s blood transfusion madness left me with a renewed interest in genetics and biology.”

Eric only nodded, unsure of what to say. The only thing he’d promised Jen was slipping out of his control. And worse than that, with every day without news from Yalena, he grew more convinced they’d need this weapon, as destructive as it may be.

The meeting continued with a few training updates from Earth and Mars, but Eric wasn’t listening. He left as soon as it was over and headed down to the ward. Jen had taken over Dana’s private office.

Eric passed his badge in front of the monitor, but the screen buzzed and turned red. “Access denied” flashed on it. He balled his hand into a fist and banged lightly on the door. The sound carried easily in the hollow space. “Jen? Are you in there?”

A second later she unlocked the door for him with a distracted expression on her face. “Hi.”

“Have you even had a break all morning?” Eric walked into the small lab, and Jen locked the door behind him. A variety of holos hung over the white table in the middle, like she’d been filtering through them. “Any luck?”

Jen stalled her reply. She refilled her empty glass with water from the dispenser and took a few slow sips. “I have something.”

Eric stepped closer to the holo table, but he kept his gaze on her. Even though her expression remained blank, he had the feeling she was disturbed. “Is it that bad?”

Her forehead seemed to tense. “It’s a device, not a bioweapon, but it uses DNA to attack its targets.”

“How?”

Jen flicked through a few holos until a model of a DNA bathed the room in its faint glow. “The theory is that radiation waves can be modified to attack a specific point in the DNA. Fast. Deadly.”

Eric circled around the table to have a better look from the other side. “Can we program it to attack Fians only?”

“That was Dana’s idea,” Jen said. “She’s based a few device mock-ups on the sample we brought from Nova Fia, but in test conditions, all mock-ups failed.”

Eric took note of that careful choice of words. “Failed?”

Jen sighed and rubbed her tired eyes. “It means all her initial tests were able to create radiation waves programmed against Fians, but she couldn’t narrow down the impact enough. Tests against human cells showed the exact same deterioration.”

And there it was—the reason to keep that project top secret. Eric buried his hands in his face. “It would kill everyone.”

Jen seemed to shrink with discomfort at the thought. “Not plants or animals. Dana managed to narrow it down, but the DNA of humans and Fians is too close of a match.” She sipped on her water during the long pause.

The scheming genius in Eric was quick to foresee the complication. If he told the Trinity, even Cooper, that Jen had something this powerful on her hands, they’d never let her continue working on it alone. As much as a fresh pair of eyes might help push the research in the right direction, what if they chose to deploy such a weapon, even if it could never be narrowed down to impact Fians only? It didn’t matter which soldier would end up as a sacrificial lamb. Jen’s soul would go down with that soldier.

“Dana had faith you could do this, Jen,” Eric said.

His girlfriend clasped her arms around herself as if fighting a sudden shudder. “I don’t want to do this. This device cannot be controlled in the wrong hands. Once we create it, that’s it. It could get stolen or replicated. So much could go wrong.”

Eric took a seat and leaned over the table, forearms resting on it. “I know, but we can’t just wait until Felix makes his next move. Until his next plan falls into place.” He looked down at his hands, balled into fists. Fists against metal. A reminder of every desperate blow he’d thrown at the gate of Norma’s ship. The helplessness of that moment echoed in his mind. “We can’t just wait until he kills someone else we care about. Until Felix kills everyone.”

Jen’s lower lip trembled. “Eric...all the worst decisions are born out of desperation. We can’t let fear cloud our judgment.”

Eric stood abruptly, half turning away from her. His soul was corrupted. Black. Hers was still innocent, full of light. But a bitterness inside him told him it would be foolish to try and shield her. “I’m sorry, Jen,” he whispered. “I just don’t think there’s a way we walk out of this with our hands clean.”

In a heartbeat, she was next to him, hand lightly touching his shoulder, then traveling up to cup his face.

Eric hated himself for his next words. “If you won’t do it, the Trinity will get someone else to.”

Jen’s hand trembled and fell in line with her body. Shock sprawled across her face.

“Dana wanted it to be you,” he said, softer now. “We need it to be you, because you care how this device will be used. Because you’ll do everything in your power to contain it, to limit the impact, to save us.”

Jen sniffed like she was fighting tears. “I’ll start working on the device, but under one condition. And if you really believe everything you just said, then you’ll agree. If it has to be used...I’ll be the one to launch it.”

Eric shot a piercing look at her. She was shaking. His whole being screamed ‘no’. “Would you really do it, if it came to it?”

“If it came to it,” she echoed.

Eric was lost for words. There was no way, no way at all he’d sacrifice Jen to that battle, but arguing would only take them further from their goal. “Fine,” he said. Eric had to have faith. Jen would find a way to make this device attack Fians only. “How would that even work?” Eric tried to think of practicalities, of anything but Jen’s gentle heart carrying the weight of a thousand deaths, even if they were Fian deaths, not human.

“I imagine this device would transmit the radiation waves,” she said. “It would have a radius capacity. A very limited one. Every human or Fian in that radius would die in an instant.”

Eric couldn’t hold back any longer. “But you will manage to modify the device to only target Fians, right?”

Jen was calm, resolute, as she glanced at him. “Dana did all she could to change the design. It’s impossible to make it tell a human apart from a Fian, I’m afraid.”

Eric tilted his head so far back he saw the white ceiling. “Don’t say that. You will find a way. You have to or else we’re not using this device. If you’re the one activating it...and...and...” he stuttered.

Jen sighed deeply like he’d interrupted her too soon. “There might be a way to develop a solution that protects humans from the radiation wave. Dana was focusing on the device itself, but I’m going at it from a different angle. The device will be our offense. The serum, provided that I can synthesize it successfully, would be our defense.”

Offensive defense. Eric gaped at her until she continued.

“That way, if we’ve injected someone with the protective serum, they’d be able to survive the radiation rays.”

Eric found himself breathing normally again. “Are you sure it can be done? This serum?”

Jen glanced up and to the side, concentrating. “Those exposed to the radiation rays might still have to fight some radiation exposure symptoms and need medication, but they should survive.”

Relief finally spread through Eric’s chest. He drew Jen into a tight hug. “I should have known you’d think of a way to protect us.”

She let out a quiet, reserved laugh that died off almost instantly. “That’s all it is at this point. A thought. I’d need more time to synthesize the protective serum.”

“That’s fine,” Eric said, omitting the twenty-four-hour deadline Cooper had given him. Jen’s plan was genius. He’d make sure Cooper and the Trinity saw that. He’d push them to extend the deadline if it came to it. “We need to start working on the radiation wave device at once, though.”

“The RWD.” Jen peeled her face away from his chest to look up at him. “I’ll need Nico’s help to make sure the radius can be limited.”

Eric reveled in the certainty and calm that having a plan brought to him. “You’ve got it.”
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Chapter 18. Army of One
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Nico studied the holos from Dana’s research, murmuring under his breath. “And you want me to shorten the offense radius?”

Jen let out a feeble ‘uh-huh’. “Can it be done?”

“Of course,” Nico said. He brushed his messy black bangs from his face and turned to Eric. “Tell me we have a better plan than spewing radiation at the Fian army?”

Eric swallowed. “It’s a last resort, but if this army really is supposed to be unbeatable...”

“Got it.” Nico leaned over the table, elbows resting on its surface, eyes on Jen. “And what about any human soldiers in the device’s range?”

“I’m working on a protective serum,” she said. “The idea is to inject our soldiers so they’ll be immune to the RWD.”

“So only the Fians will die?” He checked with a quick look at Eric and then back at Jen. “I’m guessing it’s not that simple.”

“It will take some time,” Jen said. “And some exhaustive shots in the dark. Trial and error on a large scale.”

Something about Nico’s focus on Jen irked Eric, but irritability had become second nature. “Do you need me to bring anyone else in on the project with you?”

An odd expression crossed Nico’s face. Andrej and Jasper would have both been a good fit for it, but they were no longer with them. “I’ll probably need Dai to help me design the testing environment. I’m fine on my own for the rest. You, Jen?”

“Fine,” she said.

“I’ll brief Dai then,” Eric said.

“Let’s get started.” Nico seemed to be trying to call upon his usual enthusiasm, but it didn’t quite work.

Jen and Nico jumped into a discussion of the list of materials, components and equipment that they’d need, which was Eric’s cue to leave. He hurried down the corridor with an antsy feeling building up inside him, even though he had no appointments and nowhere to be. Unifier had Cooper. The other worlds had the Trinity. And Eric couldn’t help the thought that he offered no value apart from barking orders and pretending to know what was best.

Powerless. Like a fist striking against the heavy door of an Eagle.

He wandered the corridors aimlessly, ending up at the control room. From the other side of the corridor, Heidi approached with a quick pace.

Fear strained her tired face. “Get inside. Now.”

The control room had three large screens behind Cooper’s table. An operator sat behind the table, and Cooper, Jea and Bako were pacing around. A screen also showed Chris’ face, frowning.

“What’s happening?” Eric asked, his stomach dropping.

Cooper turned around and his face looked ashen. “They crossed over from the wormhole. The army is here.”

Eric felt his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. “How many ships?”

“One,” Cooper said. When Eric’s startled expression deepened, he added, “That one.”

On the center screen, the projector showed a blurred image, but Eric recognized the ship at once.

“Oh my stars,” Heidi whispered.

“It’s Farsight,” Cooper said grimly.

“There’s good news and bad news,” Chris said from the screen, although Eric found that hard to believe. “Farsight was made for a migration. It’s sturdy. Probably impossible to shoot out of the sky, but at the same time it won’t have the weapons to win a space battle.”

Heidi looked at him like he was being naive. “Nothing more than the usual ones the Fians have surely mounted on it, you mean.”

Chris flinched a little. “Fine, we only have bad news, then. Our Bluedrops won’t be able to put a dent in that ship.”

Thoughts flooded Eric’s mind, streaming in all directions. “We need to pull everyone from the Belt station. They won’t have a chance against this kind of a ship.”

“Yes,” Chris said. “Bring them here. Josie can help prep the Earthling troops for hand to hand combat. We’ve mostly been training them in flight formations.”

“What about the Moon?” Jea asked. “Our shield isn’t ready yet.”

“And it won’t be ready in time,” Cooper said. “We can evacuate the civilians to Unifier and Earth.”

“Are you sure that would be safer?” Chris said. “Earth is likely their ultimate target.”

“That’s why it will be the most heavily guarded.” Cooper then turned to Bako. “We need the Martian numbers. There’s no way around it. Please.”

Bako squared his shoulders, tensing. “I’ll try to bring them in.” He stood to leave, and Cooper and Eric nodded at him with appreciation.

“Hurry,” Eric said.

When he looked back at the screen, Chris was rubbing his face with both hands. He removed them, and Eric only now realized how tired he looked. He’d been working overtime for weeks, yet it wasn’t enough. They weren’t ready.

“We can’t let them land on Earth,” Chris said, his voice turning quieter.

The instinct to say something to keep morale high, burned in Eric’s chest. “Then we keep them from landing. At any cost.” But in the back of his mind, dread and panic started to rise. This was it. The unbeatable army. A ship so secure they’d never take it down. An army of one. The toughest ship humanity had ever created.

Chris and Eric exchanged glum looks of resolve.

“And if they do land?” Cooper’s eyes bore into Chris’ image on the screen.

Chris’ reply came out in a miserable grunt. “Protecting the civilians will be hard—everyone lives in clustered city areas.”

“Easy pickings,” Cooper murmured.

“Most of our soldiers are trained for an air strike.” Chris tipped his head back, looking up as if to escape. “It would help if we knew exactly what they plan on doing.” He let his head back down and regarded Eric, “Any word from Yalena?”

Eric held his breath at the mention of her. “No.”

The operator, a young Moonie Eric had spoken with on occasion, turned in his chair. “Mr. O’Donnell, sir?”

“Yes?” Eric and Cooper replied at once. Then Eric flinched at his mistake.

The Moonie hardly seemed to have noticed the slip-up. “The Fian ship...it’s sending us a channel request.”

It was just like Felix to want to gloat. As much as they would hate to see him do that, Eric couldn’t pass on a chance to find out if he’d caught Yalena. “We need to accept it.”

Cooper issued a quick and firm nod.

The operator flicked the controls and the sizzling sound of the connection filled the room.

“Eric O’Donnell,” a woman’s voice said. It sounded familiar, but Eric’s mind blocked everything upon hearing his name. “I need to speak to Eric O’Donnell.”

“Who is this?” Cooper asked.

“Do you have Eric O’Donnell or not?” she said. “I have a message for him and this channel won’t stay hidden for long.”

Eric jumped in before waiting for Cooper to make the call. “This is Eric O’Donnell.”

A moment of silence on the line. Then she spoke again. “I have a message for you from Yalena.”

“Is she there?” Eric leaned over the operator’s table, hope pulsing through him.

“She had to stay behind. She’ll explain in the message,” that faintly familiar voice said. Could it be Sibel? No, no it wasn’t.

“Who are you?” Eric asked.

“Once you watch the recording, you’ll understand,” was all she concluded with.

The operator looked up at Eric again. “Do I accept the file transfer?”

This time Eric stalled, waiting for Cooper to give the order.

“Do it.”

Eric watched the file transfer progress bar, acutely aware of his breathing and heartbeat.

It was as if Heidi had guessed his thoughts. “Why wouldn’t Yalena come back?”

Eric answered through a groan. “Something must have gone wrong.”

“Let’s not be hasty, thinking that,” Cooper said. “If she isn’t on that ship, it means they never caught her. That’s got to be good news.”

Jea stepped closer, placing a palm on Cooper’s chest, which made Heidi frown. “Maybe it’s a trick. Maybe it isn’t a message from Yalena, but a virus or a way for them to trick us into revealing our defense strategy.”

“Virus check shows the file is secure,” the operator said.

“Only one way to find out if it really is from Yalena,” Cooper said. “Open it.”
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Chapter 19. His Sister's Keepers
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In the darkness of the video, only Yalena’s face shone, bathed in the blue light of the camera. Her skin was ghostly pale, and deep circles under her eyes made her expression seem hollow, even if her gaze was tense and focused.

“Eric,” she croaked. “It’s horrible. So much more horrible than we ever imagined.”

Dread pooled in Eric’s stomach, but he only stared, unblinking, at the image of his sister.

“We found the army...and it’s not an army of Fians.”

Her voice cracked and at the same time she looked away from the camera, as if she couldn’t bear to continue. She exhaled deeply, then blurted out the rest.

“They’re not Fian soldiers. They’re human—all eight thousand of them,” she said. Eric heard the words, but refused to let them sink in. That was impossible. “That’s why we can’t fight them. Remember what Sibel said? We can’t fight them without losing ourselves. She was right.”

Heidi leaned over Eric. “Where would Felix get a human army of that size?”

The reply came from Yalena on the screen. “It all started when Felix killed Veronica. Do you remember what he told her before he shot her? You will help me, dead or alive...”

Tears pooled in Yalena’s eyes, but she seemed too tired, too worn out to cry. At the same time, the mention of Veronica stirred a memory in the back of Eric’s mind. The voice he’d heard, the one that sounded so familiar. It was Veronica’s.

“Felix cloned her,” Yalena said. “He used her DNA to create copies of Veronica, over and over again. He’s been doing this for twenty years. This place...” She let her gaze stray, then brought it back to the camera with resolve. “This place is full of them. They’re in a station in the caves on the ice moon. Trained. Brainwashed to believe the Fians are their superior masters.”

Eric watched Yalena shake in terror.

“The clones don’t know what they’re doing. That’s why we can’t fight them, Eric. They’re innocent, but deadly and so very dedicated to the Fians. They’re fanatics and fanatics make for good soldiers.”

Questions exploded inside Eric’s mind. If the clones were so terrifying, if Yalena had gotten close enough to know that, how was she alive? What would happen to her?

As if guessing he’d be asking about that, Yalena continued her story.

“When we found the clones, they attacked us, thinking our arrival was a surprise drill organized by the Fians. Dave’s dead and... I couldn’t stop them. They cloned him.”

Next to Eric, Heidi clasped a hand over her mouth, mumbling “Oh, my stars.”

“Natalia’s alive,” Yalena said. “I’m getting her off this planet. They...did something to her.”

“Go on,” Natalia’s voice sounded from afar. She was probably behind the camera. “Tell them. They have to know what’s coming.”

Yalena expelled a deep breath. “The Fians aren’t simply preparing a human army. They’re testing the Novofex injection, the same one Cara White used to change into a Fian. Dozens of clones have died from it in their trials. I think the cloning process must have made them less stable than a natural human. Or it could be that they’re missing Fian water and food to survive.

“Regardless, there’s only one trial that succeeded.” She bit her lip with a pained expression on her face. “Natalia... She’s Fian now.” Her lips trembled. “And I need to get her to Nova Fia, otherwise...” She sniffed instead of finishing that thought. “I’ve used my abnormal hybrid status to prove to a few of Veronica’s clones that something doesn’t add up. There are three of them I’ve convinced to help us.”

Eric shot a startled gaze at Heidi.

“Well, if anyone can do something that bonkers, it’s Yalena,” she said.

“They’re repairing a ship that should take us to Nova Fia. I know what you’re going to say and no, we can’t take the ship home. We’ve lost too much on this mission already, but we still can’t turn back. I need to save Natalia. The ship’s barely functional for a short trip as it is. And... I need to find my father.”

“Is she mad?” Jea burst out, but no one replied.

“Felix has just come to take his army on board Farsight. That means Nova Fia won’t be guarded. We can find allies there. Find a way home.”

An odd expression crossed Yalena’s face before her eyes bore into the camera.

“If you’re watching this, then you’ve already seen Farsight. I couldn’t warn you about that. The only thing I can say is that they’re coming for you with the clones and some sort of a plan to turn humans into Fians. Why, I don’t know. How exactly, I don’t know... After all, they couldn’t inject everyone.”

Eric’s mind seemed to want to wander off in a thousand directions, but he stayed focused, drinking in each word Yalena said.

Her expression darkened even more. 

“And Eric, if Alec made it back, please tell him not to blame himself. He followed orders. They would have put him through hell, cloned him or turned him into a Fian. I feel that much better knowing he escaped this place. Hopefully, he ignored my orders of where to go next and went straight through the wormhole instead.”

Eric felt beads of cold sweat building along his hairline. Something had gone wrong. More wrong than even Yalena knew.

Unaware of this, Yalena in the recording gave him another pleading look. “I know it’s hard to believe, hard to make sense of, but you need to trust my contacts. I call them Vero, Nicky and Ronnie.”

In honor of Veronica. Eric nodded in realization, even though Yalena couldn’t see him.

“Veronica Marshall isn’t dead. Not in spirit.” Yalena’s lip trembled, then she shook off the surge of emotion. “She can still be the key to bringing Felix down. Work with them. Give them credit for what they’ve already been capable of doing—acting against the only system they’ve ever known. Conceiving of a world where what’s been done to them isn’t right.”

Eric’s chest swelled with anticipation. Yalena had just given him the best ammunition. Spies on the inside. Allies.

“Use them to figure out how to bring Felix down from the inside, before the conflict begins, before they land.” Yalena stared at the camera as if seeing him all the way through it. “Because if they land, we will lose. One way or another. We’ll kill clones, who don’t fully understand the worlds colliding in front of them. Or we’ll lose humans as they turn into Fians. You can’t let that happen. We brought the Fians to Earth, we discovered them, and we can’t let innocent people pay the price. We’re the only shield that they’ve got. Be that shield for humanity, Eric. Please. You have to. And I know you can. I love you.”

Eric’s nose scrunched as he fought the tears stinging in his eyes. With the screen going black in front of him, he felt he’d lost Yalena all over again. There was so much more he needed to know, to ask. Was she going to make it back?

“Eric O’Donnell, are you still there?” Yalena’s allies were still on the line.

Eric whirled around, scanning the others’ faces for cues of what to do. Bako had rejoined the group, looking sullen—out of concentration or concern, Eric couldn’t tell.

“I’m here,” Eric said.

There was another pause on the line before sound cracked back to life. “What are your orders?”

Heartbeat thrashing through his ears, Eric focused on Cooper. “Yalena trusted them.”

Cooper sighed. “What if it’s a trap? What if they’ve baited her?”

“If they did, they’d have taken her prisoner, or worse...” Heidi said, giving Eric a small comfort.

“Who says they haven’t?” Bako jumped in, his dark eyes turning stormy.

Jea made a loud hiss of irritation. “Do you know that girl at all? She’d never leave a message like that under duress.”

“I agree,” Heidi said.

Eric waited a long moment, but Cooper finally gave him a nod.

“Who am I speaking to?” Underneath Eric’s calm exterior, a small part of him was suspicious of the clones, but he told himself he only needed to trust Yalena.

“I go by Ronnie,” she said. “Vero and Nicky are with me.”

“All right, Ronnie,” Eric said. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m afraid we’re going to need more help from you. Do you think you can find out how Felix plans to disperse Novofex on Earth?”

“Do you mean the masters?” the girl on the line asked.

Eric’s throat tightened. Felix deserved to be locked up for eternity for what he’d subjected the clones to already, but making them call him master was truly sickening. 

“You can call their leader Felix,” he said. “The rest of them are called Fians. And they are no masters over you anymore.”

There was a quick pause on the line, which he attributed to shock.

“Felix and the Fians are very secretive,” one of the Veronica clones said. She sounded further away from the microphone. “There’s a project room which all products are locked out of, so we don’t know what they do in there.”

Eric had to gloss over her use of the word “product” or else he’d feel like punching someone. “Do you think you can sneak in there?”

“No,” the three of them said at once.

“It’s guarded by Fians,” Ronnie said, closer to the microphone. “And there’s a scanner to get in.”

“What about a vent or a passage near it which you could use to scout out the room?” Cooper interjected.

“We can’t exactly sneak around,” one of the others said. “We’re strictly accounted for in training, which will also make it hard for us to be in touch with you again.”

Eric felt like he was trying to keep sand in his fist while it seeped through his fingers. The longer he kept them on the line, the greater the chance they’d get caught.

“Stay out of trouble and keep your heads down, then,” he said.

A noisy “huh?” from everyone else in the room made Eric stifle a groan.

“We’ll work on a way to figure out what Felix is planning,” he said. “Keep your eyes open for signs and if you can, contact us again.”

“We can do that in thirty-six hours,” Ronnie said. “We’ll have an alignment in our individual downtime.”

“Until then,” Eric said, “Thanks for the warning and stay safe.”

The call dropped.

As much as he’d tried to prepare himself for the fallout, Eric whirled around to find the others rigid as stone.

“What the hell was that?” Bako bellowed.

“We need time to come up with a plan,” Eric said, as calmly as he could.

“They were awaiting your orders, which probably means you should have given them some.” Bako eyed the others for support. “Stay put is not an order.”

“I told you, we need time.” Eric snarled.

“What we need is information, which they could have provided. They just needed to try...”

“They’re our only allies,” Eric cut Bako off. “Forcing them into something they’re not prepared to handle would only get them caught. How does that help us?”

“It doesn’t,” Jea hurried to say. “Let’s say you were right. You have thirty-six hours to prove it.”

That seemed to get Bako to relax for a second. “Come up with a plan to find out or destroy whatever they’re planning.”

Eric returned his fiery gaze as if to accept the challenge, even though nervous energy twisted his insides. He paced around, not wanting to go to Jen with this, to pressure her again. Bako and Jea took the opportunity to replay Yalena’s message. Since Bako had only heard the very end of it, Eric knew he couldn’t leave before Bako found out about Dave and Alec.

When Yalena in the video left her message to Alec, Bako’s hand flew up to pause it. “What’s the meaning of this?”

Eric’s heart hammered in his chest, part nerves, part anger. “They must have gotten split up. You know as much as I do.”

But Bako’s eyes were so wide the white in them seemed to swell. “What am I supposed to report to Mars? How can we send troops when every Martian under your command has suffered a terrible fate? One dead. One dead and cloned. Another one missing. How do I explain all that?”

Eric’s willingness to keep a lid on his anger thinned. “You can explain it any way you’d like. Or run back to Mars. That seems to be more your style. Let us fight the fight for humanity alone, since the life of every Martian is worth so much more to you than anybody else’s.”

Bako’s body seemed to convulse at the outburst until he slowed his breathing and tried to sound civil. “Don’t you think I want us to work together? But I need to convince a council a lot more conservative than I am. And for that I need to know. What happened? Where the hell is Alec Rado?”

Eric’s jaw set. He knew he’d pay for this later, but his blood was seething.

“It’s a vast cosmos out there,” he squeezed through his teeth. “You’re welcome to look.”
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Chapter 20. Figure Eight
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Jen rubbed her bleary eyes, tired from staring at the first reports from the serum trial. She finally put the tablet aside and sunk into the fluffy couch next to Eric. The commander’s apartment was quiet, with Heidi and Cooper trying to catch an hour or two of sleep before baby Marcus would wake them up with his feeble but insistent cries.

“I see,” Jen said, after Eric had relayed everything from Yalena’s message to her, as well as the conversation with the clones. “We need to act fast.”

“But you just came up with the idea of the serum,” Eric said. “It’ll never be ready in time.”

Jen licked her lips tentatively. “We just set up a massive test with over a thousand reconfigurations of the formula. It’s a very good first trial.”

Eric gave her a look that was meant to cut her sugar coating it. “Tell me the truth, can we have a solution before they reach Earth?”

Jen swept her hands across her face as if to shake off the exhaustion. Her usually tightly-looped ponytail was coming undone, with strands of hair falling around her face, but she didn’t seem to notice or care.

“It depends on how the tests go. If we have a viable solution in this trial run, we’ll know it in a few days and we’d be able to replicate a small batch before the Fians reach Earth, provided they keep to their current speed.”

But Eric wasn’t comfortable going back to Cooper and the Trinity on a maybe. “We’ll have to be sure before I tell anything to the Trinity or the clones.”

Jen’s pained expression was one of disagreement. “We need a plan in the next thirty hours. That’s what you promised the clones, right? You’ll have to make the call before we know if the serum can protect us from the radiation wave device.”

Eric felt deflated. While Nico seemed confident he could get the RWD ready in a few days, betting on two maybes was a stretch. What if the Trinity never authorized such a plan? And what if they were right not to?

Then Yalena’s plea sounded in the back of his mind. Eric knew she was right. No matter how crazy and tricky it was going to be, they had to stop Felix before Farsight landed on Earth.

“There’s only one way to do this and succeed.” Saying it out loud made Eric feel he was going to jinx it. “We need to get on board Farsight with the RWD and the protective serum. If we make the RWD radius of effect small enough and manage to hit Felix’s control room with it, we’ll take him out without killing the clones.”

“Or ourselves, provided we have enough working serum.” Jen paused. “But how would we get on Farsight?”

Eric shuddered. It was the kind of wild plan only he and Yalena could dream up. “We’ll need a distraction. We could use a swarm of Bluedrops, swishing from side to side, faster than Farsight’s weapons can react, like a smokescreen to provide cover for one small Bluedrop that will enter Farsight. I’ll have to speak to Chris on how to plot the maneuvers.”

Jen gaped at him, but recovered rather quickly. “Can Veronica’s clones open a gate to receive us?”

That, too, would have to be discussed. Eric sighed deeply. “They asked for my orders. That’s an order I can give. This will quite possibly be our only way to avoid an open conflict on Earth. The clones will have to find a way to do it.”

“All right,” Jen said. She rocked back and forth for a second, no doubt stunned by the intricate web of maybes the plan rested on. “So, provided Nico can finish the RWD on time and I manage to confirm at least one of the blind test serums works, Chris would have to initiate a battle chaotic enough to hide a Bluedrop from boarding Farsight through a gate, which we would count on the three clones to open without being caught by Felix.”

“If only we had a bit more time,” Eric said. “We could confirm some of our hunches.”

Jen bolted upright and started pacing back and forth. “I don’t think it would matter. Each of these missions would be an insane strike of luck on its own. Accomplishing all four together will probably be-”

“Don’t say it.” Eric stood and intercepted her line of pacing.

Jen dropped her gaze, avoiding eye contact. “I’m not suggesting we give up, but Eric, this is insane. If we attempt to do this, we need to be aware that it’s not the kind of plan that goes off without a hitch.”

Eric let his hands graze her shoulders, all the way down to her elbows, where he held her. “Jen, we’ve lost so much, but there’s more to lose still.” His thoughts drifted off to Yalena, Alec, Natalia, Cooper, Heidi and the baby. The rest of STAR Academy. The near worlds. Jen. Above all else, Jen. “We don’t have the luxury of giving up or waiting around for a better plan. The only thing we can do is bet on ourselves, on the maddest of our plans, on the off chance that it just might work.”

Jen drew closer to him, resting her head against his chest. “I wish Yalena were here. Not that you’re not damn good at convincing people to go for your nightmarish plans all on your own.”

“Thanks, I think.” He closed his arms around her as if to capture the moment. “If we don’t defy the odds of success, who will? Nico’s never let us down so far. Neither have you. The clones have one job and it might be easier than expected, since Felix trusts them and won’t suspect a betrayal from his brainwashed human soldiers. That just leaves the fight. And even if they detect the breach, it would be too late. Setting off the RWD could be done, even if our party onboard Farsight gets caught. It’s a small enough device to conceal and activate when the Fians attack.”

Jen slid her arms around his waist and squeezed him tight before placing just enough distance between them to look up into his eyes. “I volunteer to be on the team to board Farsight.”

The words felt like a punch to the chest. Eric released her from the embrace, his arms falling limply to his sides. “No.”

“You can’t just say ‘no’ like that.” Jen’s exuded calm acceptance. “I only agreed to work on Dana’s research if I’d be the one to apply it.”

Eric’s insides tightened and released in a sickening tremble of nerves. “I can’t let you be the one to carry the burden of death, even if it’s the Fians’ death, Felix’s death. It would lie too heavy on you.”

“That’s why I have to be the one to pull the trigger,” Jen said calmly. “I’d never do it if there’s another way. I’d never do it if the price gets too steep. My conscience will be humanity’s conscience. That’s the way it has to be, because if I create something I can’t control, and it ends up destroying far too much...that’s when the burden of blame would be too heavy for me to bear.”

Eric stared at her in denial. “I can’t let you do this. Going onto that ship is like...” His head was about to burst with thoughts of all the horrid ways the plan could go wrong. Especially once the team boarded Farsight.

“It’s like a one-way ticket to the most dangerous place in the universe right now,” Jen said, seemingly dauntless.

Her calm determination made Eric’s throat close up. “Then I’m coming with you.”

Jen shook her head ever so slightly. “I need Nico to work the RWD. If it’s not ready by then, he can finish it while we’re hiding on board. And we could barely fit two people inside one Bluedrop.”

“Then I’ll come after you on another Bluedrop...” But even as he said it, Eric knew that would be a mistake. A move out of emotion and not reason. The kind of move that could get them noticed by the Fians and cost them everything.

He struggled for a long moment at the thought of letting Jen expose herself to that degree of danger, but he couldn’t see another way. He’d promised her she could control the device. And he’d rather die than let her down. The finality of her decision rendered him helpless, and his knees buckled, causing him to collapse into the couch.

“You’ll take the serum.” It was the only thing Eric could think of. “If you have to be anywhere near the RWD when it’s activated, then the first batch of the serum goes to you.”

It was only a small relief, but Jen nodded. “As soon as we have a promising batch, Nico and I will take the serum.”

Despite that reassurance, Eric felt that same nagging hopelessness only loss could bring about. Chasing happiness felt like tracing a figure eight with his eyes. He couldn’t pinpoint where he’d started; there was no way to tell where it would end. Loop after loop, his eyes remained glued to it.

First his father, then Yalena, and now Jen willingly taking on the worst risk. Family was being stripped away from him. Eric looked up abruptly, taking in Jen’s gentle features. She was family to him. Eric reached out a hand and Jen took it, lowering herself to sit next to him.

He pulled her closer and planted a light kiss on her lips. “I don’t know what I would ever do if I lost you.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” she replied softly.

Eric willed himself to believe it. “I’d like to do something when all this is over.”

It was arguably the worst time to bring this up, but he had no strength left in him to fight the sudden realization. It had come to him abruptly, but it wasn’t a foreign notion. It felt like he’d known it since the start, underneath it all.

Jen looked at him expectantly as he turned to face her head on, holding both of her hands in his.

“Jennevier Reynolds, if we survive this, will you marry me?”

Her face fell slightly, but it was enough to deepen the crack down the middle of his heart.

“Oh, Eric...”

A hot wave of embarrassment washed over him, so unlike any other time he’d been with her. It took a second for true awkwardness to seep into them both.

“That’s not what you want?” His voice sounded hollow and foreign.

In between heartbeats, it felt as if the world could end with a single ‘no’.

Pain streaked her angelic face. “I do want it, but not like this,” she whispered.

“I don’t understand.” Eric’s heart cracked a little deeper. Soon it would shatter.

It was only after it fully sunk in that she hadn’t said ‘no’ that he started to zero in on her nervous ticks. Jen was trembling. “This...this is not the right way to do this.”

“Do you want me to go down on one knee?” Eric had brushed off the thought. He trusted that silly conventions and traditions weren’t what mattered most. Only the way they felt about each other mattered.

Jen blinked at him, surprised. “I don’t mean that. I mean, we’re in the middle of a war, which I’m trying to finish by going on the most tricky mission I can imagine. And I’ve just created thousands of serum versions in a blind test of a new compound. I know a thing or two about probability. Our odds aren’t great.”

“I know that,” Eric said, feeling silly. “But why does it matter when I say it? It’s true. It’s how I feel. Why can’t we have at least that?”

Jen’s expression softened, then she leaned in to kiss him. “I love you.”

“And I love you,” he said.

She watched him patiently for a moment. “We can’t make this kind of decision out of desperation. I don’t want this to be how it happens—us cowering, holding on to a promise we might not get to fulfill, all for one last surge of hope as the biggest battle we’ve known draws nearer.”

Eric recognized there was some truth to her words, but at the same time, she didn’t understand. She didn’t realize this wasn’t a strategy. It truly was what he wanted, but she couldn’t take it at face value now.

Jen squeezed his hand lightly. “Instead, ask me when this is all over. When we’re safe. When we can dare to dream about what could be next.” She hesitated, sounding shy, like the first time they’d ever been alone. “Can you wait for me?”

Eric relaxed into the couch, pulling her into his embrace again. This was a promise he intended to keep. “Forever and a day.”
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Chapter 21. All Is Fair
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The next few days were so hectic that Eric didn’t much dwell on the proposal and Jen’s reaction. When the agreed upon thirty-six hours were up, Ronnie called, alone this time. She explained it was so the Fians wouldn’t get suspicious of the three clones gathering so often. She seemed to think opening one of their hoverbike vents for the Bluedrop wouldn’t be too difficult, technically speaking. According to her, remaining unseen by the Fians was another matter altogether, but Eric still considered the conversation as a decent progress in their plans.

Unfortunately, that was where their lucky streak ended.

Nico was nowhere closer to managing the range of the RWD. In his words, if they brought it onboard the Fian ship and activated it now, it would kill everyone aboard Farsight, which although not something Cooper ruled out, was too extreme to sit well with any of them. At the same time, Jen watched the numbers of viable serum solutions dwindle until she had only six candidates. Worst of all, every day she waited for test results and Nico worked on the range of the RWD was another day Farsight drew nearer.

This fact that didn’t escape Chris in the meeting Eric had asked for when Farsight had crossed the Belt.

“I can create enough of a distraction for the Fians, but we’ll have to use most of our pilots,” Chris said. “That means it has to happen close to Earth.”

“I don’t think we’ll be ready before they reach us anyway.” Eric owed him the same level of realism and honesty. “We need more time to finish both the RWD and the serum. We’ll be lucky if they’re ready when Farsight reaches us.”

Chris growled, then ran his hands over his face. “We’ve got a little over two days left. Make it worth it.”

“Copy,” Eric said. “What’s your battle plan?”

“I’ll put STAR Academy students in charge of agile ten-person Earthling squads. The STAR Academy lieutenants can coordinate the flight maneuvers from Unifier.” Chris was so tense he barely resembled the pilot with the devil-may-care attitude Eric had once known him to be. “Sutton and Josie will coordinate the smokescreen around Jen’s Bluedrop. We’ll load their squads with the best pilots.”

“Of course.” Eric didn’t realize why Chris peeked at him mid-wince. “What?”

“For Sutton and Josie’s squads, I’ll need good pilots, STAR Academy pilots, to pull off the kind of stunts that would buy you enough time to connect to the Fian ship unnoticed.”

Eric understood, but he only swallowed painfully.

“I’ll need the top pilots from each of the STAR Academy classes, which means I’ll need Heidi.” When Eric didn’t comment on that, Chris went on. “Is she battle ready?”

Every fiber of Eric’s body fought the next words that came out of his mouth. “She will be.”

* * *
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ERIC BARELY SLEPT FOR the next few days and he was far from the only one. Heidi trained in the STAR Academy simulator as hard as she had back in their first year, when she’d edged Dave out for the first pilot title. Chris called at random times, not seeming to notice if it was day or night, wanting to discuss flight maneuvers with Cooper and Heidi. And Jen and Nico barely left the lab.

But the real progress in the next few days came from Bako. He patched Jen through to the best scientists Mars had to offer. They replicated the last six viable serum candidates in their labs, confirming one of them as the safest compound of the bunch. It currently sat in final testing, which would take hours still. Thus, they also proceeded to work on alternate solutions, in case that last viable formulation failed in the final testing round.

The Fians drew closer and closer by the hour, bringing terror and tension to Unifier. And despite Bako’s help with the serum, the Martian navy was nowhere to be found. Without the navy’s bigger ships and with the dangerous mission of sneaking a Bluedrop on board Farsight, the conflict was left for the day the Fians tried to land on Earth.

On that day, Eric manned the control room with Cooper as the squads readied for the defense. The Fian ship came into view looking like a retro ghost. Plain gray panels had been sewn together, seemingly without concern for visual appeal—a reminder of apocalyptic times. The ship approached Earth, barreling past Unifier, preparing to enter the atmosphere over the north American continent.

“Here we go,” Chris said. The wide screen, which usually showed him in a desk chair, was now filled with the image of his Bluedrop.

“Are you sure you don’t want to coordinate from the Earth control tower?” Cooper asked.

“Nah,” Chris said quickly. “Those are my pilots out there. I belong with them.”

Eric nodded. Sutton and Josie would have the most intricate web of intertwining maneuvers to manage. It made sense for them to direct from Unifier, without the added burden of piloting while coordinating their squads. Chris, on the other hand, was probably more useful out there—like a general leading the army into battle.

“I’ve trained the Bluedrop squads as a last defense.” Chris sounded ready. “They know how to fly in Earth’s atmosphere. This is our territory and we’ll make the Fians feel that. Let them come.”

Little creases formed around Cooper’s eyes. “Then, it’s time. All pilots to the Bluedrops.”

Eric stormed down the corridor to Jen’s lab as multiple scenarios flew through his mind. He halted at the lab door, which had been left open. Jen’s raised voice forced him into keeping quiet.

“I can’t.” The words burst out of her. “I won’t.”

Eric doubted she was speaking about the mission, so he listened closely to what Nico said next.

“I wish we could wait for the last tests to be sure Batch 317 of the serum is our miracle RWD defense serum, but there’s no time. The Fians are here and it’s the best we’ve got. Take it.”

“I’ll only take it if we share it,” Jen said.

“This test amount?”

Even though Nico and Jen had their backs to Eric, he saw Nico raise a hand with the small vial in it. There weren’t more than a few drops of the amber liquid inside.

“Please, help yourself to my two drops.”

Jen swatted his shoulder. “Don’t joke.”

Nico let out a breath even Eric could clearly make out. “I’m not. Please take it.”

Jen shook her head, which caused a few strands of blonde hair to fall from her looped ponytail. “But what if you don’t have enough time to get away from the device when I activate it?”

“You know what.” Nico didn’t sound like himself.

“Which is why this doesn’t make any sense,” Jen argued. “We’ll both take it, so we can both make it out alive.”

“You know this sample isn’t enough for two people, be honest.”

Nico pulled Jen so they faced each other, their profiles to Eric. Frozen, Eric stayed still.

Jen scoffed, but she seemed defensive. “We don’t know anything for sure. Maybe the serum will protect us, maybe only partially. We can’t know for sure how much we’re supposed to take.”

“So make an educated guess?” There was a pause. “You have, haven’t you?”

Jen almost had a temper tantrum, shifting her weight in tiny steps in place. “What does it matter? I’m tired of everyone treating me like I’m so fragile. I’ll have the same treatment as anybody else. We’re colleagues, equals, and we’re sharing this.”

Nico sighed. “Trust me when I say you’ll be doing it for me, if you took the entire dose. Please.”

Jen shook her head again, desperate, oblivious to the meaning of the pained stare Nico shot her, but Eric finally understood.

Nico placed a quick kiss on Jen’s lips, too quick for her to react with more than a stunned stare. “Forgive me,” he said, “but now you know why.”

Nico placed the serum in Jen’s hand, wrapping her fingers around it and giving them a squeeze, like he doubted she’d hold on.

Still speechless, Jen blinked a few times, possibly fighting tears. “I’m sorry, you know that I’m...”

Nico tipped his head back, breaking the eye contact between them. “You don’t have to say it, I know. Please let me do this for you.”

“It still doesn’t make sense.” Jen sounded nasal.

“Not to you.” Nico shrugged. “But love doesn’t have to make sense. Now, please, take it.”

Jen cast one final long look at him, before she opened the vial and brought it to her lips. She tipped her head back and its contents were gone.

His heart ripping and twisting, Eric turned around.

He couldn’t stop Jen from going on this mission. He couldn’t even punch his friend in the stomach for kissing her, because Nico was the one saving Jen’s life, but there was one thing Eric could do and he’d be damned if he didn’t.

With his heart thrashing in his ears, he ran to the commander’s apartment. He punched in the code and stormed in. “Heidi?”

“In here,” she called out from the bathroom. She was tying her hair into a high ponytail when he found her. “Am I supposed to be in the hangar already?”

Eric studied her waxy face, which bore the very clear signs of chronic fatigue. “No. You’re right where you’re meant to be. With your family.”

It took Heidi a second too long to realize what he’d said. She looked sideways at him, eyes wide in shock, but it was too late. Eric’s fingers flew over the door monitor, activating a command he hadn’t used since he was ten. It had been a way to prank Cooper, leaving him locked in the bathroom until Eric had had his laugh. Now, he was using it to save Heidi.

The door clicked shut. By the sound of it, Heidi was putting her entire weight behind slamming at the door from the other side. “What did you do? Eric, they need me down there. Let me out!”

The sound of her fist against the metal echoed in the hollows of his memories. A reminder of how helpless he’d felt when he’d tried to save his father. He looked away, eyes growing misty. He’d be helpless no more.

“I’m not doing this for you,” Eric said. “We’ll find someone to fill in for you. Anyone else.”

“Oh, come on!” Heidi screamed from inside. “That’s not fair, you can’t just ask someone to enter this fight.”

Eric took a step away from the door, certain of his choice. “All is fair right now.”

Heidi groaned in response. “I was meant to be there. I’m one of your best pilots. Think about this!”

“I have thought about it. I’ve also grown up without a mother.” Eric’s voice grew louder. “I’m doing this for Cooper, and for Marcus. Doesn’t he get a vote? He can’t express it yet, but I guarantee I know what he’d say on this matter.”

“Eric!” Heidi banged against the door. “Let me out! This is not your call to make.”

But Eric returned to the living room with calm certainty in his heart. “The door unblocks in an hour,” he called back at Heidi. “Trust me, even if you don’t appreciate this, Marcus will...every day.”

As he walked out of the apartment, loud banging still sounded from the bathroom, mixed in with Heidi’s shouts. “Eric! Let me out! ERIC!”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 22. Like Toy Soldiers
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Eric’s chest felt like it was booming in time with Heidi’s bangs on the metal door he’d locked her behind. He entered the hangar, forcing the memory out of his mind. In each line of Bluedrops, pilots jumped in hurriedly. His eyes traveled down the length of each line.

At the end of a corridor between Bluedrops, Sutton and Josie tracked the army’s readiness on a tablet. When Eric approached them, he saw the progress bar shine at sixty-five percent green. On the screen, more tiny virtual Bluedrops glowed green by the second.

“Launch readiness in five,” Sutton said.

Eric stilled the panicked voice inside that screamed for him to find Jen. “Heidi’s not flying.”

Sutton’s cold stare studied him like she knew he had been the driver behind that deviation from the plan, and not Heidi.

Josie seemed to fight some sort of a bodily reaction, rolling her shoulders back. “Then I’ll step in.”

“No!” Sutton’s scream cut the air in a way Eric had never heard from her before. What did Yalena always say? Sutton was the brains; Josie was the spark.

“We need you up here in the control room.” Sutton tried to recover, then turned to Eric. “That’s Chris’ plan. Josie’s leading a team, which is far more important than one more pilot out there. She’s coordinating—and that’s better done from afar.”

Eric evaluated Josie for a second. “She’ll have to coordinate them from the field.”

Sutton’s lip trembled, but she didn’t argue back. Josie’s eyes shone with determination, even if they appeared too glossy. She placed both her hands on Sutton’s shoulders in a way that looked intimate. “I’ll be all right. We’ll win this.”

Sutton reached out, palm to Josie’s face, and she leaned in for a kiss, which poured burning guilt into Eric’s body. He threw a frantic look around, but almost all pilots were in their Bluedrops. There was no going back on his decision.

The second-year girls let go of each other quickly and with one final look at Sutton and Eric, Josie ran up to the nearest free Bluedrop. She slipped inside, which pushed the progress bar on Sutton’s tablet to ninety-five percent readiness.

“Where’s Jen?” Eric whispered.

“She’s back in the line, there.” Sutton threw her arm in the direction she meant, but her gaze stayed on Josie’s Bluedrop. Leaving the weight of Heidi’s substitution with Josie to fully sink in later, Eric ran until he saw them. Nico had secured himself onto the floor of Jen’s Bluedrop with a secondary safety belt. He clutched the box with the RWD in front of his chest. Eric couldn’t bring himself to give him more than a quick nod.

Jen was on a ladder, climbing up to her seat, but she cast a gaze down at Eric. Her usual looped ponytail was tight and smooth, like it used to be back in the academy days, back before Dana’s research had landed in her lap with what was humanity’s last weapon and possibly their biggest sin.

She looked stoic, even guarded. “No goodbyes. I’ll see you soon.”

Despite the confidence that her voice conveyed, Eric still thought this was wishful thinking, avoidance even, but he couldn’t argue.

Sutton approached, her progress bar now showing ninety-nine percent readiness. “Are you all set?”

Jen tucked herself inside the Bluedrop and let the translucent screen close over her and Nico in the back. Almost automatically, Eric inserted his earpiece and tapped on it. Nico had arranged a private channel for the three of them.

Sutton didn’t seem to mind. She’d be busy enough coordinating her squad. However, she did signal for him to follow her, but Eric delayed his reaction, staring at Jen through the bluish translucent glass.

“What’s wrong?” Her voice came over the comms.

Eric couldn’t say a word—he couldn’t lie to her and he couldn’t be honest. “Stay safe.”

Jen gave him a flat smile meant to acknowledge how afraid he must be for her and how paralyzed she probably felt.

“We’ll do our best,” Nico said. “And good news—the Martian team figured out how the serum can be tweaked to protect humans for sure. We almost had it right in our best solution. Jea’s taken over the lab to produce the final serum. It will work.”

With great effort, Eric nodded, even though he wanted to scream. He wanted to confront Nico or at the very least to throw back at him the unfairness of the situation. Timing was everything. What good was a serum that definitely worked, if it wasn’t ready yet? If Jen’s odds were still in the realm of ‘probably will survive the RWD’?

Eric could only pluck out a single feeling from the whirlwind of emotions in his heard. “I love you, Jen.”

Her voice was hoarse. “I love you too.”

Eric walked out with Sutton, resisting the urge to look back. They hurried to the control room, where Cooper had already settled into the commander’s chair. A few operators pulled up images from Bluedrops on their screens. Eric sunk in a chair between two empty seats—Jea’s and Josie’s.

“What happened?” Cooper asked, his gaze darting between the empty chairs on either side of Eric.

Eric held his gaze with determination. “Jea’s gone to the lab to work on a new version of the serum. Josie’s in the field replacing Heidi.”

A muscle in Cooper’s cheek twitched.

“Change of plans.” Eric hoped to sound calm, not guilty.

Judging by the piercing stare Cooper gave him, he’d seen this was Eric’s doing, but he didn’t question it, probably fighting relief that Heidi had stayed behind.

On the other side of Josie’s empty seat, Sutton shifted upright. “It’s starting.”

The Bluedrop cameras gave them a wide view of the migration ship. It was breaking Earth’s atmosphere, ready to descend.

Eric tapped his earpiece again. “We have your visual,” he said to Nico and Jen. While the rest of the control room would be switching between cameras to keep track of the entire attack, he’d only be monitoring the Bluedrop with Jen, Nico and the RWD.

“Squad 14, in position,” Sutton said. It was the squad she’d lead. As promised by Chris, it was loaded with STAR Academy students and a few Moonie pilots that were particularly good at flips and stunts. They were meant to protect Nico and Jen’s Bluedrop by creating a swirl around it, mad enough to look chaotic, so the Fians would never suspect that Bluedrop was the key. Josie’s squad 37 mixed in with the mad knot of swooping Bluedrops, distracting attention from Nico and Jen’s Bluedrop further. It was a smokescreen of swooshing silvery-blue ships.

From the cameras of the Earthling Bluedrops, Eric saw the shadow Farsight cast over Earth. Its black form hung high, like an alien ship in those ancient movies where they rained fire on all human landmarks. But the Fians didn’t fire.

They were relying on the mass and sturdiness of their ship to survive the Bluedrops’ blasts. It was the final confirmation that Yalena had deciphered their plan. They wanted to land, not to fight. They wanted to turn humans into Fians, not kill them. Why, Eric still fought to fathom, but it hardly mattered.

“What if the Bluedrops’ fire isn’t enough?” Eric asked in a voice steeped in panic.

“Steady, O’Donnell,” Chris said. “The Bluedrops aren’t meant to bring the ship down. They’re meant to get your girlfriend on board so she can do it.”

But the image of the Fian ship burned in front of Eric’s eyes as he hardly blinked. He shouldn’t have let Jen go out there. He should have thought of something else. Anything else.

The army of Bluedrops hovered around Farsight like a swarm of bees. Eric stared, unblinking, at the migration ship, alert for any sign of their allies, but the ship only drew closer to Earth.

“If we don’t stop them, they’ll land in the desert near Las Vegas,” Sutton said.

The seconds passed painfully.

“Eric, they’ve breached the atmosphere,” Chris shouted. “Whatever you’re going to do, do it now!”

“Jen, get closer to the gate,” Eric said.

“It’s not open.” Her voice was strained. “If we hover there, it would tip off the Fians.”

Eric’s heart boomed in his chest. He could feel his heartbeat reverberating through his entire body, especially in his hands, balled into fists, but he refused to think of defeat. Yalena had never let him down. If she trusted the clones, they’d come through. They had to.

The dizzying dance of the Bluedrops on the screen continued. It must look ridiculous to the Fians, who had by now surely realized that the Bluedrops’ weapons could do no harm to their ship.

“We’re so screwed it they don’t open up.” Chris swore in between giving his squad directions.

But Eric’s eyes were drawn to a blinking signal on the screen. A message request.

“Incoming,” Cooper said, and it took Eric a second to realize he didn’t mean the message. On the radar screen, a formation of a dozen mid-sized ships flashed into view.

Eric quickly accepted the message request and Bako’s Nigerian accent sounded in the room.

“My friends,” he said. “Let it be known that in this conflict, Mars stands with you.”

Eric’s jaw dropped, but Cooper and Chris laughed in unison.

“Typical Bako,” Cooper said. “You complain all the while, but you come through in the end.”

Eric let a warm wave of hope spread through his chest. The Martians busted into the cloud of Bluedrops, lasers blazing at Farsight. The Fian ship remained stoic, but the lasers scorched stripes up its length. The few weapons on the migration ship locked in on the Martian navy and fired back at them. A bigger target was easier to hit than the countless quick Bluedrops. The Fians blew out an engine on one of the Martian ships after a series of shots, but with the other one intact, and with Cooper’s directions, the Martian ship was able to land in the desert.

“This is it,” Eric said on the line to Jen. “They’re focused on the Martian fleet. Use the opening to get closer.”

Jen breathed heavily on the line without a response. Eric knew better than to break her focus, so he followed the dot marking the position of her Bluedrop on the screen. It edged closer to the ship, closer to the hoverbike vent the clones had promised to open.

“Second Martian ship incapacitated,” Cooper shouted over Sutton’s instructions to her squad. “They’re too easy a target. We need to do this now.”

Jen was almost at the ship, now adjusting her speed to match Farsight’s push to get to the ground. “It’s not opening. What do I do?”

Eric stared stubbornly at the video transmitted by the Bluedrop’s camera. Any second now. The vent had to open.

“My friend,” Bako’s voice made Eric’s stomach clench. “We might be more useful on the ground. This ship is going to land.”

“Hold your position,” Cooper shouted in response. “We need that distraction.”

“Eric?” Jen wailed in panic. “What do I do?”

The solution became painfully clear among the shouts of commands in the control room.

“They can’t open it now,” Eric said. “The Fians aren’t sending any smaller ships out to fight the Bluedrops, so all hangars remain closed. If the clones open a gate now, Felix would see it.”

“Well, if a swarming cloud of Bluedrops won’t make them come out and fight us, nothing will,” Chris said.

Eric grasped frantically for a way out. After all the time, all the work, all the discussions, they couldn’t just fight the clones. The RWD was the answer.

Eric stubbornly pushed for a solution. “Jen, do you have a repair kit on the Bluedrop?”

“Sure, but—”

Before she’d voiced her concern, Eric continued. “You need to latch yourself onto the body of the ship, right over the gate they’re meant to open. Melt the Bluedrop and the clones will open the gate.”

“No way,” Cooper said. “It would draw too much attention.”

Chris exhaled deeply on the line. “Not if we all do it. Link the Bluedrops and push back Farsight.”

“This isn’t the cell of a shield in a training exercise,” Josie jumped in over the comms. Her words brought up the stunt she, Sutton, Heidi and Yalena had pulled off last year. “We can’t fry an entire migration ship.”

“Probably not,” Chris said, “But they don’t know that and a stunt like this will draw their attention. Swarming around them isn’t a defense. They’ll suspect we have another plan sooner or later.”

“Fine,” Cooper said. “Do it.”

“And the Martian ships?” Eric asked.

“Bako,” Cooper pressed a switch to get him on the line. “Land with the Martian navy. Jen and Nico will need time to get the RWD working. Set up a wide parameter around the projected landing spot. Your goal is to contain the Fians.”

“Copy that,” Bako said. He interrupted the connection, no doubt to relay Eric’s orders.

Then, only the hollow sound of static sounded for a long moment before Sutton interrupted it. “I don’t get it. Why land in the middle of the Nevada desert, if they mean to turn humans into Fians? There are no people there.”

Eric’s jaw tightened with the feeling that they had missed something, a clue mentioned by Yalena or the clones, but he didn’t have the luxury of dwelling on it.

On the main screen, dozens of Bluedrops charged toward Farsight. In a window at the bottom right of the screen, he saw the view from Jen’s ship. Her Bluedrop drew closer and closer to the gate that would hopefully be their way in.

Chris and Josie had gone silent, no doubt each on their own channel coordinating the attack, just like Sutton was doing on Eric’s left. 

At her command, Sutton’s squad surrounded Jen’s Bluedrop. They linked together, a faint blue light spreading through the chain like electricity. Above and below them, more squads fell into place, becoming threads of the electric cover that stiffened like a wall. Chris had been right. It was a move big enough to look like their ultimate play.

The Bluedrops locked into position, like pieces of a puzzle, and pushed forward, grinding against the outside of the Fian migration ship. And then they pushed Farsight back.

Jen’s fingers flew over the controls as she put the Bluedrop in autopilot. The gate pressing against the nose of her Bluedrop slid open. Eric’s heart leapt. By the nervous array of sighs Jen let out, so had hers. She stretched out her fingers, reaching for the controls again.

“Wait,” Nico warned, from the screen. “If you open the Bluedrop now, it will waver.”

“He’s right,” Cooper said. “Someone needs to man the controls to re-balance.”

“Let me.” Eric watched Nico squeeze out of his tight spot in the back, while Jen moved out of the way. In the confined space of the Bluedrop, she was hovering over him, a bit closer than Eric would have liked.

And then the sound of melting metal made Eric focus on a tiny trail of molten red, forming a semicircle. In a minute, the shape was complete. The melted bit of the Bluedrop’s nose collapsed inward. Behind it, the face of a woman they’d only ever seen in Lexa’s tablet looked back at them.

“Hurry,” Veronica’s clone said.

Eric willed Jen into motion a few long moments before she reached out through the round opening. Her body cam showed black with flashes of the Bluedrop, while Jen was hauled on board Farsight.

“Nico?” she called out with alarm.

“Get the RWD,” he said.

In a window at the bottom left of the main screen, Eric could see the view from Nico’s body cam. One hand stably on the control lever, he handed the safety bag with the device over to the clone that had squeezed through the opening, far enough in to accept it.

She weaseled out, but after a second her face popped back into view. “You have to come now.”

Nico hesitated, hands grasping the controls. “It will only hold for a minute after I let go.”

Veronica’s clone nodded, but his words didn’t seem to dissuade her. She reached out both arms. Nico stood without letting go of the controls, then he shouted ‘now’, let go and wrapped his hands around her elbows as she locked her grip around his. She had pulled him halfway through when a spark drew Eric’s attention up to the left corner of the split screen—the view from Chris’ body cam.

Chris swore in between grunts. “Steady hands, folks. Keep in position.”

By the way Sutton had fallen silent, Eric could tell Chris was live to all the Bluedrops in the network. The blue links forming the chain sizzled with the pressure of all the Bluedrops fighting to grind Farsight to a halt.

“Nico?” Eric called out. On the screen, he could only see flashes of darkness and color.

“Is he stuck?” Jen moved to the side to see behind Veronica’s clone.

At that moment, the clone took a step back and Nico’s head popped into view. He had let himself get dragged on board. Jen’s breathing had gotten so shallow, Eric could hear every rasp. But his eyes flew to the main screen, drawn to the sparks that cracked along the length of the linked Bluedrops.

“He’s on board,” Eric said. “Chris, you can unlink.”

Chris grunted on the line, before dragging out a reply. “We’ve got them locked. I think we can bring Farsight down.”

Cooper whirled back, eyes flashing to Eric and then Sutton. “It’s not going to hold, Chris. Unlink now.”

“This ship is a beast, but it’s ancient,” Chris argued back. “A little while longer and we’re going to fry it. Then, it will be up to you to contain the Fians on the ground. With any luck, they might not make it through the impact.”

Cooper’s lips pressed together and he closed his eyes for a moment that felt like eternity.

The door behind Eric slid open, but before he even glanced back, Heidi burst in. She gawked at Eric, eyes sparkling with rage, but she didn’t shout at him. Yet. “What happened?”

Eric nodded at the screen. Heidi whirled around to take in the view of the dozens of Bluedrops over the black form of the Fian ship—like a sizzling blanket of electricity.

“Chris,” Cooper said. “The Bluedrops are at sixteen percent charge. They won’t hold much longer.”

“Then you’d better organize your defenses on the ground fast,” Chris said through pants of exertion. “Pilots, hold your positions.”

“Let’s fry that monster ship,” Josie said, although her voice caught a little.

Sutton turned to Cooper, eyes wide with denial. “They can’t. It’s not worth it.”

Cooper’s face was flushed with tension. “Chris, you’re at twelve percent charge. You need to break the link now if you want to make it back.”

“I don’t know about making it back, but we’ll make it down.” Chris’ tone wavered only a little. “Everybody, hold your positions.”

Through Chris’ body cam, Eric saw Chris’ entire Bluedrop shake violently, as Farsight pushed through the network of linked Bluedrops.

Cooper banged a fist against the high table in front of him. “Damn it, Chris. It’s now you choose to play the hero?”

“I guess so,” Chris said. “You know it’s the right thing to do, Commander.”

Eric didn’t think he’d heard anyone call Cooper ‘commander’ until then. Despite having earned the title, it still felt like it belonged to someone else. Cooper banged against the table again and Eric had to still a breath. For a moment, he was back on that asteroid, with the loud sound of oxygen streaming in and out of his helmet, as the seconds dragged out before the explosion. Before dust fell like snow in outer space. Before his dad was gone.

Eric pulled himself out of the memory, although the red numbers 0:00 were still burned into his vision.

Heidi had rushed to Cooper’s side and, one hand on his chest and one on his shoulder, she seemed to be holding him in place. Or holding him together.

Cooper’s voice was rough when he spoke. “Bako, do you have a parameter secured?”

“Not a soul in range and a Martian ship at every mile,” Bako said. “As soon as that ship comes down, we’ll be on it.”

“They will have thousands of clones,” Eric said.

“I think we can handle them long enough for your girl to deploy the RWD.” Bako’s accent sounded thicker than usual, probably out of nervousness. “We’ve got Earthling forces to help us.”

The sound rustled like he had passed the headset to somebody else.

“Eric?” the unfamiliar voice of a woman said. “My name is Adeline Russo. Bring those bastards down. We’ll keep them in range of the RWD.”

Eric’s heart leapt. He was torn between thanking her and asking how she’d known to come to their rescue, but any words he had for her were drowned in the pain of guilt. He had no news to bring her. No news of Yalena.

“Bluedrops are at six percent charge,” Heidi said.

“Hold...your...positions,” Chris said through a tight snarl.

Sparks flew at different parts of the network of Bluedrops, some caused by shifts in position, some by the painful pressure between Farsight and the linked ships.

“Jen,” Eric called out. “Get somewhere safe. The ship is going down.” He believed it for the first time as he said it. “You need to get yourselves strapped in for impact.”

“This way,” one of the Veronica doubles said.

Through Jen’s body cam, Eric saw them lift a shaft up and start climbing the ladder inside. Farsight creaked like the ancient vessel it was. Eric stared, unblinking, as it slowed.

“Keep pushing,” Josie squeaked on the line.

“Bluedrops are at three percent charge,” Heidi’s voice was a faint croak.

“Jen, there’s no time,” Eric shouted, panic causing his heart to slam against his chest.

He saw a quick view of the lab Jen, Nico and the clones had climbed up to. To his relief, it was empty. The clones ran to a bench with security belts, but he never saw if they managed to secure themselves.

The explosion of Farsight’s first engine created a wave of fire that swallowed the Bluedrops at the corner of the screen.

“Keep...formation,” Chris shouted. His breaths sounded quick. Then slower. Slower. The Bluedrops’ power was down to its last percent. “Pilots, eject!” Chris shouted, but electricity crackled, and no Bluedrop lids could be opened. Then, his voice dropped to a whisper. “Ladies and gentlemen, I salute you for your service.”

The Bluedrops’ charge dropped to zero at the same time as Farsight’s second engine burst into flames. The ship was dead, falling fast to the ground. Below it, dozens of Bluedrops dropped, weightless.

Down. Down. Down.

Like the blue tears of sacrifice.

Like fallen toy soldiers.

“No!” Sutton wailed. Tears streamed down the sides of her face as she slid off her seat and crumpled to the floor. “Josie, no...”

Each Bluedrop fell into the desert sand with a faint puff of smoke, before the shadow of Farsight, so close to the ground, obscured everything else from view.

“Bako,” Cooper said hoarsely. “Incoming. Get ready for the sand wave.”

With the views from all the Bluedrops having gone dark, the only visual feeds that remained were those from Bako’s ship and Jen and Nico’s body cams. Eric quickly glanced at the screen showing the view from Jen’s body cam. She seemed to be sitting down, hands clasped in front of her body, partially obscuring the view as she braced for impact.

The Fian ship crashed with a loud thud, causing a wave of sand that rippled out like a tsunami. The nose of Bako’s ship rose, showing a view of cloudy skies above through the thick cover of a sandstorm. Still in shock, everyone watched the Martian ship regain position and the dust start to settle.

Sutton’s breathing rasped in between her cries. Eric forced himself to look at her as guilt burned him from inside. Heidi rushed to her side and drew Sutton into a hug the Moonie didn’t fight. They rocked together—an image that would haunt Eric for eternity.

“Do you get it now?” Heidi’s voice was barely above a whisper, but it jumped out against Sutton’s pained wails. “Everybody loves somebody. This isn’t personal. It’s not about our family. We’re just the soldiers, who live or die for the innocent lives on that planet.” Her arm split the air to her side, pointing at Earth through the view screen. “We die for them. We bear the loss, so they don’t have to. We shield them, because there’s no one else to do it.”
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Chapter 23. Injection
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Eric kept the view from Jen’s body cam on his tablet as he and the others stormed down the corridor. She was moving, but she hadn’t yet replied.

“Jen?” Eric asked again. “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” she groaned. “We’re fine.”

“There’s a parameter secured around the crash site—wide enough so that the soldiers surrounding you are out of range for the RWD. The army will keep the Fians in range of the device.” He paused, before addressing Nico. “How long do you need to calibrate the RWD for deployment?”

“About fifteen minutes,” Nico said.

“But we need to get all of the clones out first,” Jen said. Despite sounding rattled from the crash, she remained firm. “Tell those at the parameter to let them pass. Felix will no doubt send them out at the front line. Our forces shouldn’t engage.”

Eric was torn. He owed so much to the clones—the very chance of ending this war—but the opportunity to strike was now. “I’m not sure there’s time. We have to take Felix and the rest out as soon as possible, before they’ve had a chance to retaliate.”

“On it,” Nico said.

Stubbornly, Eric vowed not to let the sacrifice of all the Bluedrop pilots be in vain. They had to hit now. Fast and hard. Mercilessly.

Then his eyes fell on a tube of sickly green fluid at the corner of the screen. “Jen, turn back.”

“What?” She twirled around, confused.

“There,” Eric said. “Stop.”

Jen must have seen it too, because she approached cautiously. “Holy stars.” She ran to the human-sized tube of murky green liquid. It wasn’t empty. Inside the fluid, a woman’s body floated. “She must be unconscious,” Jen said. “Or...”

Eric’s throat throbbed painfully. Please let it not be Yalena. Please let it not be her.

The body floated in the liquid, dark hair swirling around the thin figure. Through its cover, he barely made out the glint of a purple complexion.

“It’s Sibel!” Jen squealed in terror. “Oh my God, get her out of there. Nico, we need to get her out.”

She ran around the tube, hands gliding down its smooth surface as if searching for an off-switch where there was none.

Nico came into view, leaning in. “The glass is thick. I’m not sure we can get her out without hurting her.”

Jen shook so hard, Eric was growing dizzy. “We can’t leave her in there. What are they doing to her?”

“We don’t know,” one of the clones replied. “We’ve never seen what masters...Fians do to each other.”

One of the other clones leaned into view as well. “It must be something that keeps her under.”

Jen was mumbling unintelligibly to herself. “We need to get her out and inject her with the serum. Has Jea finished the final serum?”

Suddenly aware that he stood rooted in place in the middle of the corridor and not on the Fian ship with Jen, Eric willed himself into action. He sped to the hangar to find Cooper, Heidi, Sutton and Jea in front of an Eagle ready for take-off.

“There you are,” Cooper said, but Eric turned straight to Jea.

“Is it ready?”

She issued a short nod. “I’ve got hundreds of vials.”

Jea lifted the gun in her hand higher, so he could see a line of about a dozen amber vials where the clip would normally fit. She then jammed the gun against Sutton’s exposed shoulder and pulled the trigger. Sutton’s expression changed in pain for a short moment before returning back to a calm indifference, which only the weight of a recent and unprocessed loss could impose upon a person. A mask Eric knew all too well.

“All right, listen up,” Cooper called out. STAR Academy students, Unifier, Moonie and Earthling pilots that hadn’t been in the Bluedrop squads huddled together. “When we get to the ground, you’ll get a gun each, and your task will be to tag every last one of our people with the serum before the RWD gets activated by Jen and Nico. Nico will set it off with a minimal radius, but we need to give him enough time to calibrate the device. And in the meantime, I doubt the Fians will go down without a fight. Our troops may have to engage with them, which means anyone might find themselves in the RWD radius when it goes off. So, inject everyone with the finished serum.”

“Here, put these transmitters on,” Jea opened a box of earpieces, each one attached to a small visor covering one’s right eye. “We’ll stay connected throughout the attack and the visor will show you who of ours has already been injected and is therefore safe.”

Eric found his voice at once. “Add Sibel to the list of people to be injected. Jen and Nico found her trapped on board.”

Jea’s mouth fell agape. “I’m not sure the serum would work on a Fian. It’s certainly not been tested against their DNA.”

“What about all the clones?” Sutton asked, breaking the painful silence. “They’re human and they helped us get Jen and Nico on board Farsight. We can’t leave them.”

“Our troops on the ground have orders not to shoot them, but to take them out of the RWD’s radius,” Cooper said. “I’m afraid any of them who haven’t evacuated by the time the RWD is activated will be lost.” He paused, then went on in a quieter voice. “I’m sorry. There’s just too many of them to inject, especially if they don’t cooperate.”

“Ronnie?” Eric called out, after swiping at the tablet to get a view inside Farsight again. Hers was the first name he recalled.

“Yes?”

“We need the three of you at the front line,” Eric said. “Lead the way and surrender. Cross the parameter established by Earth troops. They will not harm you, but you have to convince the rest of the soldiers to follow you. Can you do that?”

“Er...”

He knew he was asking a lot of her, but there was no time for a better plan. “They’d never act against the Fians unless they see someone else do it first. Show them they don’t have to die for Felix. Show them they have a choice.”

“A choice,” one of the other two clones said. “I like that.”

Through Jen’s body cam, Eric saw the three of them squeeze back through the trapdoor, leaving Jen and Nico alone. The two of them were still frantically examining the tube trapping Sibel into the green solution.

“Nico, get working on the RWD calibration,” Cooper said. “We need to make sure it won’t exceed the radius you gave us before.”

Jen panted, aghast. “We can’t just leave her inside this...thing. Get her out, Nico. Help me get her out.”

“She’s panicking,” Sutton said, although it didn’t sound like she meant any offense. “You should have never sent her.”

Eric swallowed to chase away the scratchy sensation at the back of his throat. Perhaps Sutton was right. But Eric had seen Nico’s dedication to Jen—he knew Nico would take over if Jen couldn’t bring herself to activate the device in the end. Nico would sacrifice his soul for her. It was the reason Eric couldn’t have punched him in the gut for kissing Jen.

“They’ll get it done,” Eric whispered, to Sutton as much as to himself.

What still worried him was whether that early version of the serum would be strong enough to protect Jen when the RWD went off.

“Jen, listen to me,” Eric said. “It’s going to be all right. Think. If you were a scientist and you wanted to create that tank, how would you open and close it?”

But before Jen could reply, Nico swung a heavy metal tank, probably containing anti-breach insulation foam, and targeted it at the tube. It let out a hollow clang upon contact. Desperately, Nico banged it against the tube again and again, until the glass cracked—first in a single hairline fracture, but then it splintered and grew out like a spiderweb until the entire thing shattered.

The view went dark for a moment, as Jen shielded herself with her arms on instinct. When she moved again, the room came into view—Sibel’s body sprawled across the floor, soaked in the green liquid. She coughed and gasped for air.

Jen fell to the ground and cradled her, supporting her head so she wouldn’t choke. “It’s all right. We’ve got you. You’ll be all right.”

“What’s happening?” Sibel croaked after another coughing fit. “You’re...Yalena’s friend?”

“Jen,” she said. “We’re on board Farsight, which has crashed on Earth. We sneaked on board to take Felix out and found you.”

Unsteadily, like a newborn deer, Sibel wriggled out of Jen’s grasp and pushed herself up onto her hands and knees. “You can’t just take out Felix. He has a plan. If he’s already on Earth, it’s too late.” Her dark eyes bore into Jen with the faint, dying glint of submission. “This world is lost.”

“Not if we activate this,” Nico said. “It’s a radiation wave device that will create a wave strong enough to kill at the molecular level.”

Sibel peered at him and the RWD in his hands. Nico didn’t wait for Sibel’s reaction, but found a corner of the room that hadn’t been splashed in green gunk and started calibrating the device.

Jen helped Sibel up onto her feet. “What did they do to you?”

“Felix knew I was a traitor. He kept me prisoner for a while...” her voice grew weaker. “Until one day he needed a test subject. He was testing a solution meant to introduce Novofex into a new world and make it Novofex-dependent forever. Like Nova Fia.”

“Why test it on you?” Jen whispered.

“He wanted to know it would work—but also that it would be safe for Fians.” Sibel coughed again, before she scrambled to stand up. “Felix plans to turn Earth into another Nova Fia. That’s what I tried to warn Yalena about.”

You have no idea what’s coming. The warning from the message Sibel had sent through Lexa made Eric’s blood turn to lead in his veins. His entire body pulsated with his heartbeat. “Why?”

Sibel wiped away the green liquid sticking to her face, still panting as if re-learning how to breathe. “We believe there’s another party at play.”

“Another party, meaning...” Jen stuttered.

“Yes, meaning exactly what you fear.” Sibel’s chest rose with the air trapped in her lungs. “And if our calculations are correct, they’re coming.”

Eric ground his teeth so hard he could have chipped one. An alien race coming for them. And Yalena was still out there...somewhere.

“Well, we’ve been through enough without having to witness that.” From the way Nico’s British accent jumped out, Eric could tell the pressure had gotten to him.

But in a sense, he was right. The Fians were about to change Earth irrevocably. Now was not the time to hypothesize what else might be out there. It was time to defend their home from an imminent threat.

“Jen,” Eric said. “Get Sibel to the clones—they’ll lead her out. We’re coming down to you. Don’t activate the RWD until we get there with the viable serum, do you hear me?”

“I hear you,” Jen said. “Hurry.”

“Just hold on.”

Eric jumped on board the Eagle, last one in the line that quickly stormed in. They had barely had enough time to buckle themselves in when Heidi slid into the first pilot seat and took off. A part of Eric wanted to protest, to ask Heidi to stay behind, but he knew she’d never back out now. And Jen needed them to hurry.

Through different connected lines on his comms, Eric switched between channels to Bako, Adeline and Jen, but there was no news of the Fians or their next attempt at attack. The quiet was terrifying. Deafening. Deadly. The illusion of calm before the storm.

“What’s that?” Cooper’s voice broke Eric out of his downward spiral. “I’ll be damned.”

A swirl of purple hue grew from a dot into a dazzling circle. The kind Eric had only seen once before.

“It can’t be,” Eric whispered, and yet he knew what it was. A wormhole.

The ship that popped out of the wormhole was oval with a bluish glint to it. Eric didn’t have to guess to know it wasn’t man-made. No human or Fian could have crafted a ship that seemed to have been molded out of a material he’d never seen before. And it just so happened to pop out from a wormhole that hadn’t been there only a minute ago.

Pieces of the puzzle fell into place inside Eric’s mind. The wormhole they’d used before hadn’t been a freak occurrence and it was stable for a reason. It had been designed to be stable by creatures who weren’t new to this solar system after all. Perhaps they’d monitored it. Perhaps they wanted Earth to be their next Nova Fia. Why else would Felix rush into a war to hand it over to them? To prove himself their equal.

Fully aware that there’d be no telling what weapons that ship might wield, Eric turned to Cooper. “This is them—the aliens Sibel said were coming. And we need to stop them.”
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Part III
YALENA
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Chapter 24. In the Falling Rain
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Her heart hammering in her chest, Yalena stared at the red-and-blue swirl that was Nova Fia.

Natalia sighed with exasperation next to her. “Any day now, boss.”

Yalena gave her a sideways glance that was meant to seem sullen, but in truth it was hard not to think of Natalia as a friend now. If everything they’d been through on the ice moon wasn’t enough, Natalia’s vibe regularly reminded Yalena that the Moonie wasn’t so bad underneath it all.

“I thought you wouldn’t be in a hurry to crash-land on a planet full of Fians,” Yalena remarked.

“Be that as it may, that weird planet just so happens to be the only habitat I can survive in now.” Natalia’s voice sounded nasty, but Yalena only smiled at her. “And besides, haven’t the hostile Fians all gone to Earth?”

Yalena swallowed, trying not to think of what would be happening if her message hadn’t reached Eric. “It’s Nova Fia,” she said quietly. “We never know what we’ll find here.”

“And on that cheerful note...” Natalia gestured to the planet they could see on the main screen.

Yalena took a deep breath. “Land on water, in the vicinity of the main city. With any luck that should cushion the landing and hide our vibes.”

“Or drown us,” Natalia said, but she was already inserting the coordinates.

Yalena stiffened in her seat when the spacecraft dove toward the assigned location. Apart from the déjà-vu of landing here at the end of her first year at STAR Academy, completely unprepared for the Fians, she also couldn’t shake Ronnie’s warning about the spacecraft’s fragile state from her memory.

Yalena checked the oxygen levels on their clone uniforms. Despite being thin, the material was enough to protect them under different pressure and the helmets let them breathe underwater. If the spacecraft were to sink, they would be able to swim up to the surface.

That turned from a reassuring thought to a mantra Yalena repeated to herself on a loop as the spacecraft broke through the clouds. Natalia’s face contorted from the effort of slowing the ship down enough, but the waves grew closer and closer fast.

“Hold on,” Natalia said. The spacecraft swung around in loops which were probably meant to slow it down.

Yalena felt queasy and she had to squint so as not to focus on the spinning view outside the ship. With a drop which made her stomach lurch, and a deafening thud, the spacecraft sunk into the water. White foam was the only thing visible from the main window.

Yalena checked the corpus condition, flicking through screens of signals and error codes. “We won’t be able to open the door with the difference in pressure.”

Natalia glanced sideways at her. “Are we losing air?” 

Yalena paused until the spaceship finally balanced. “No,” she said. “We should rise to the surface.”

Then, she felt a little pull behind her navel and the spacecraft started gliding up. Her ears popped like they always did in an Earthling air transporter. When the ship broke the surface, Yalena unbuckled herself and stood up, knees slightly bent for balance because the corpus was swaying lightly from the waves.

Natalia clicked through satellite views of the area. “It’s about a hundred-meter swim to the shore.”

Yalena hesitated. “I’m not sure I could manage that.” The memory of almost drowning in that water tank on Mars was still fresh in her mind.

“Me neither,” Natalia said. When Yalena threw her a look of surprise, she added, a little irritated, “Get over yourself—I’m no Martian.”

Yalena resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the Moonie. “Can we move closer to the shore?”

“I’ll try.”

Yalena sat back down. The gentle sway of the ship was making her seasick already.

As soon as Natalia had pulled the lever, the corpus shook. “Ugh!” Natalia smacked the controls with both hands. “Useless piece of scrap metal.”

“Don’t lash out at our transport. The spacecraft did its job—it brought us here. If it can’t go farther, we’ll have to leave it here.”

Natalia sulked. “Great, so we’re on our own. Time for a long swim.”

Yalena shifted her attention to the screen in front of her and zoomed into a topographical scan of the jagged seabed. “We don’t have to swim directly to shore.” Yalena traced a line between a few of the points where the seabed was highest. “We’ll take it bit by bit.”

Natalia’s vibe signaled she wasn’t convinced, but she stood up regardless.

They checked each other’s suit seals, especially around the helmets. Then, Yalena opened the ceiling hatch and they climbed up the ladder. The spacecraft wobbled in the quiet waves, which had a green glint up close. The sky above them was covered with a layer of murky gray cloud.

“It’s different from the last time we were here,” Natalia said.

The sky of winter with the temperatures of summer. Yalena had difficulty coming up with the right words for it. “It must be a different season.” Her gaze dropped to the screen on her wrist, showing the map of the seabed. She pointed to the green water on their left. “We start here. It’s about twenty meters to an underwater cliff we can stop by.”

“You don’t think there are currents under here, do you?” Natalia sounded a little panicked on the comms.

Yalena observed the ripples in the water for a moment. “The sea looks calm.”

Natalia scoffed. “That’s not really an answer.”

Yalena didn’t even bother looking back at her. “Let’s go.”

She lowered herself to sit on the Fian ship’s roof and then slid down the side of the spacecraft, splashing into the water. It wasn’t as cold as she’d anticipated. A blur of white bubbles swirled around her, followed by more when Natalia jumped in next to her.

Grateful she didn’t have to hold her breath in the suit, Yalena spread out her arms, while at the same time kicking to propel herself forward. Over and over again, they fought their way from shallow areas to rocks that would help them stay afloat. When they finally reached the shore, Yalena’s weak knee pulsed with pain. She was positive they never would have made it without the suits.

She stepped, wobbly, on the pebbled beach. Natalia undid her helmet and breathed in deeply. Yalena followed suit, drinking in the sweet scent of Nova Fia. One large, cold raindrop landed on her forehead.

“Welcome to my new home,” Natalia said, devoid of any enthusiasm.

Yalena squeezed her shoulder, hoping it could pass for sympathy. “We’ll figure this out, but for now we have to get moving. The Fians must have spotted the ship by now.”

Natalia nodded slightly, then her eyes returned to studying the surroundings. Raindrops fell all around them, quicker now, rustling the nearby tall grass.

“And we have to use the water to hide our...” but before Yalena had finished her sentence, it was as if the clouds broke open. Rain fell—heavy drops that merged together into streams. Yalena’s hair was soaked through in seconds. 

A devious smile crept across Natalia’s lips. “Well, that should take care of the vibe.”

Yalena probed with the vibe, but couldn’t pick up Natalia’s emotions even though she was right next to her. “Great,” she tried to sound pleased, although the water running down her neck felt cold against her skin. “Now we have to get out of here.”

They stumbled away from the rocky shore and headed through the mud and the tall grass to the city.

“What exactly is the plan, boss?” Natalia whispered behind Yalena. “Will you leave me here?” Then she added, as if to sound casual, “To eat Fian bugs for breakfast and stuff?”

Yalena allowed herself a second to think as her mud-caked boots grew heavier with every step she took. “We have to find the resistance. Sibel, Blaine...” She took a strangled breath instead of saying “my father”.

With only the sound of their feet slugging through the mud for a while, they reached the outskirts of the city. The rain was so heavy that it looked like a curtain blurring the view of the city ahead. Yalena stopped to check the monitor on her wrist. The satellite view showed the city’s empty streets.

“It looks deserted,” she said.

Natalia came over and angled Yalena’s wrist so she could see. “Maybe all the Fians left for Earth on Farsight?”

“Would you take your enemies along on that kind of a mission? I think not.” Yalena zoomed into different parts of the city, searching for anything that stood out to her. “We have to find the prison.”

Natalia tugged at Yalena’s wrist again. “There!” She pointed at a square building on the screen and Yalena zoomed in further. It had barbed wire all around it. “What are the chances we’ll run into hardened criminals rather than Felix’s political prisoners?”

“About fifty-fifty, I’d say.” Yalena shrugged her shoulders, which were growing stiff from the cold rain. 

“Better than the odds of surviving our landing.” Natalia wiped the water from her face, only for new rivers to trace their way down from her hairline. “Let’s go.”

Yalena felt exposed the second they were out of the grass and on the streets. Last time she’d been to Nova Fia, they’d only visited the science center outside the city. She’d never roamed around the city the way the locals would.

By the looks of it, the outskirts of the city were an industrial zone full of air transporter landing spots and big yellow buildings. The residential quarters were few and far between. Yalena tried not to think of what might be produced in the factories—more Novofex injections, laser weapons or whatever device Felix would use to disperse Novofex on Earth.

“It’s a ghost town,” Yalena said, after they’d turned yet another corner, keeping close to the side of a building.

“I can’t see any cameras, but they may have hidden micro ones,” Natalia added. “We should climb up for a better vantage point.”

The sound of splashes in the rainwater made Yalena raise a hand in warning. “Shh!”

“Oh, you did not just shush me,” Natalia said, but her voice had turned into a low hiss.

Yalena sneaked around the next corner. A land transporter the size of two Eagles hid the source of the sound from her. Natalia knelt down, trying to see behind the transporter tires.

Yalena willed her vibe to break through the rain, but it was like wishing she could breathe underwater. She moved to the end of the transporter, debating if she should sneak a peek. And then she heard his voice.

“This way?” The elongated, almost lazy way he dragged out the “a” made her heart flutter.

Forgetting everything, even Natalia’s hushed curses behind her, Yalena jumped out of cover.

Alec had turned back in anticipation of a reply to his question, but the group of Fians behind him blurred into a faceless crowd in front of Yalena’s eyes. Only Alec stood out to Yalena. The sight of him shocked and dazzled her in equal parts, making her heart leap.

Alec looked ahead just in time to feel the force of her jumping into his embrace. His muscular arms almost crushed her waist, but Yalena couldn’t breathe for a different reason.

Only faintly aware of the rain slowing, she pressed her wet forehead into his. She must be dreaming, but it was him. It was Alec.

“Lenly...” Gently, he brushed wet hair away from her cheek.

Yalena pulled away just enough to look into his eyes. His face had thinned, making his defined cheekbones stand out more. Her heart sunk at his complexion, which had lost its usual healthy glow. “It’s the effect of Novofex, isn’t it?” she breathed a whisper.

He nodded, but he didn’t seem to want to continue that conversation. Alec planted light, quick kisses from her cheek to her lips. She wrapped her arms around his neck tighter.

“I can’t believe it,” she said breathlessly. “I hoped you’d gone back.” Her arms loosened around his shoulders and she let go of him, then lightly punched him in the chest. “You should have ignored my orders and gone back to the near worlds.”

Alec regarded her calmly as the rain slowed further. “I couldn’t leave. I needed help to get you away from that place, from the army...”

“I’m fine,” Yalena insisted.

Alec looked her up and down as if to check she wasn’t lying. “I was going to come and get you, but it looks like you didn’t need help escaping.”

An “aww” got stifled in Yalena’s throat. Then, she retraced the conversation back to something he’d said. “You were going to come and get me? How? Did you find...”

Alec’s arms untangled from her waist. When he looked back at the group of Fians behind him, a man in his sixties stood apart from the others. Closer.

The rain drew to a halt, with only stray drops falling here and there. Rainwater drained from the streets into multiple shafts in the road. It took Yalena a second to feel the vibe returning to her.

She stepped away from Alec. With her heartbeat pulsating at her fingertips, she observed the Fian standing apart from the group. His slightly Hispanic features drove her brain into overdrive, comparing his face to the one she’d seen in Lexa’s recording.

“You know,” Stanley said, “it’s not common for a father to meet his daughter’s boyfriend before he’s met her.”
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Chapter 25. The Resistance
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Every beat of Yalena’s heart was surely going to break it. She felt the group of Fians withdraw their vibe as if to give the Troians their space. Then, Stanley’s vibe reached out to her with a tremble so gentle, soft, and full of anticipation.

“Lena,” he whispered, his arms spread open.

Yalena couldn’t help the emotions streaming through her vibe. It was like a radio channel that had picked up a new frequency. It flooded her mind, allowing a stream of emotion to course through her.

Raw. Uninhibited. Heartbreakingly hopeful. His vibe told her all she needed to know.

Eyes streaming with tears, Yalena rushed into Stanley’s arms.

“It’s all right, baby,” he soothed, as she shook in his embrace. “You did everything right. You’re home now.”

Yalena ached in the tightness of the hug, unable to hold back her tears. She clung to Stanley like she was afraid of letting go, of losing him the second she relaxed. He gently stroked the back of her head, despite her soaking wet hair.

When she finally let go of her father, Yalena felt a little dizzy. Her knees were weak, threatening to buckle under her.

Another Fian stepped out from the crowd. His exotic green eyes made him recognizable at once. “Are you all right there, cuz?”

“Blaine?” Something in between a cough and a strangled giggle came from Yalena’s throat.

“She’s never felt a vibe quite like family, kid,” Stanley said to Blaine. “She needs a minute.”

Suddenly self-conscious, Yalena wiped her face clean of tears. “Are we related?” She hesitated, eyebrows drawing closer together as she looked at Blaine.

“Don’t mind him,” Stanley said. He had a commanding presence, reminiscent of O’Donnell, but his tone was different— still wise and patient, but warmer, more casual. “He’s being funny. The Troian, Morgan and Blaine families have always been close, but we’re not related.”

Yalena glanced at Blaine, then quickly scanned the rest of the Fian crowd. “Where’s Sibel?”

Blaine’s expression and his entire body seemed to tense. “Felix took her. I couldn’t save her.”

“We’ve got a lot to talk about,” Stanley interrupted. “But before we do, can you please tell us one thing? Who do you have with you?”

Confused, Yalena looked behind her. Natalia had remained hidden throughout the entire exchange, but her vibe, similar to that of a caged animal, betrayed her. More than one of the Fians were peeking around the transporter, waiting for her to emerge from hiding.

“Nat,” Yalena called out. “It’s all right. You can come out.”

Reluctance radiated from Natalia, coming off in waves.

“What’s wrong?” Alec asked, but Yalena didn’t answer.

She only rushed back around the land transporter.

Natalia stood rooted in place, shaking her head. “I can’t. I don’t want to be here. I don’t know these people. This isn’t home.” Her eyes were wild.

Yalena reached out a hand to her. “I promised I wouldn’t let you die. And you won’t. There’s nothing here that will hurt you. I won’t let it.”

Natalia’s eyes turned glossy. “This sucks.” It was a statement born out of stubbornness.

Yalena gave her a small smile. “I know. Now come on.”

Natalia took her hand reluctantly and let Yalena drag her out of hiding. When they found themselves facing the Fians, none of the mutated humans made a sound.

“Nat?” Alec said like he’d barely recognized her.

“Stop staring,” she snapped at him. “And nice to see you’re alive, too.”

Alec looked to Yalena for an explanation.

“The army on the ice planet... They were all clones of Veronica,” she said.

Alec nodded and his eyes met Stanley’s. “Your dad told me.”

Your dad. Yalena had to quickly shake herself out of the spell those words placed her under.

“I’m so sorry,” Yalena stuttered. “I couldn’t stop them. I was unconscious.” Her lower lip trembled out of control. “They got Dave’s body.”

A vein on Alec’s temple pulsed as his jaw set. “I saw the crash.” His voice was strained. “I figured he hadn’t made it.” He looked away for a second as if to collect himself.

“I’m so sorry,” Yalena repeated, then forced herself to continue. “They cloned him too, but that’s not the only thing they do there. They inject clones with Novofex to see if they can survive the change.”

“That maniac,” Stanley muttered, as a sickening vibe rolled out from the Fian crowd. “He believes making everyone into a Fian is the only path to peace.”

“Wait, but the first tests were unsuccessful. The clones died,” Blaine cut in.

Yalena stared at Blaine, fighting the contempt rising in her chest. “You knew that was their plan and you said nothing?”

His green eyes turned cold. “I was a double agent. I saw a lot of things I didn’t like, but my mission was to gather information.”

Stanley raised a hand to halt the argument. “The clones always died, didn’t they? But she’s not a clone.”

Yalena nodded slowly. “Natalia is our classmate from STAR Academy. She’s a Moonie. I ordered them not to clone her after I saw what they did to Dave, but...” Yalena looked away sharply. “I couldn’t stop this.”

Stanley took a step closer to Natalia. “I’m sorry this happened to you, but we’re not all the same. Being Fian doesn’t mean turning evil. And if you’d let us, we’d like to welcome you to a community unlike any you’ve known before.”

Yalena watched her father, afraid to miss the smallest detail. He was so much more than the man she’d dared to imagine. His words traveled far and reached deep inside people’s hearts.

“Felix is a madman who needs to be stopped,” Stanley said, to everyone this time. “I have a plan, but we’ll all need to work together. Then he turned back to Natalia. “Do you stand with us, Natalia, the first human turned Fian since the Migration?”

Natalia’s mouth fell open. She closed it to swallow with difficulty, then her gaze darted to Yalena. “I do.”

* * *
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BEFORE NIGHTFALL, THE Fians took them to their camp. After passing through a maze of buildings, they arrived in a working-class neighborhood with gray apartment complexes. The buildings were packed together so tightly that the streets between them were only wide enough for two people to walk side by side.

Yalena’s wet exo suit squeaked as she kept a brisk pace by Stanley’s side. He had a slight limp she wanted to ask about, but that would have to wait for another time. Plus, it didn’t slow him down much.

Questions swarmed around inside Yalena’s mind, disorganized and urgent, but her heartbeat was slowing down. She was safe. And regardless of the strange new environment, she knew she would be all right now. Or perhaps that was the influence of Stanley’s vibe.

They stopped in front of a little shop selling transporter spare parts. When Stanley pushed the door open, a bell rang, making Yalena snicker—Nova Fia was like traveling back in time to an Earth immediately after the Quakes. Stanley hurried behind the counter, moved a chair to the side, and inserted a code into the safe by the desk. When a light shone green from the monitor, a square of the tiled floor sunk down an inch, then popped up again. Stanley pulled it out. A narrow ladder led down as far as Yalena could see.

“After you.” He gestured with an open palm.

Yalena looked back at Alec, who nodded. She stepped into the opening and climbed down, step by step, probably slower than any of them would have been.

The first level was dark, and it smelled a little musty. That must be a regular thing on a planet with such high humidity. Below that mid-section was a floor bathed in faint light. The heavy footsteps of Stanley and Alec coming after her shook the ladder. Yalena scrambled down the ladder to get to the bottom.

The room was illuminated by a white light panel above a desk. The walls were covered in storage boxes for parts or documents or money, but Yalena didn’t ask about them. It was another front to keep the entrance hidden.

Stanley let her study the space before he knocked on one of the storage compartments in an elaborate pattern. He waited for a minute, while Yalena stared wide-eyed. Then, the entire wall of filing cabinets moved.

“They aren’t props, the cabinets I mean,” Stanley said. “They had to be real or Felix’s men would have found us.”

“How long have you been hiding in here?” Yalena croaked.

Stanley’s dark eyes studied her. “I’ve only been here for a few days.”

Yalena swallowed hard, but her next question must have been obvious from her expression.

“Although the hideout has been in use since the day Felix became a sole councilman,” Stanley said.

“When was that?” Yalena whispered, but the video Lexa had shown her of Veronica’s death sprang to mind.

Stanley’s eyes were a familiar chocolate brown color, and they remained calm still. “Twenty-one years ago. Since Felix betrayed and imprisoned me, those loyal to the Troians have had to work in secret.”

Sickening anger vibrated through Yalena’s chest. She wasn’t fast or focused enough to mask it with her vibe.

Stanley looked away briefly, then turned back to her. “Welcome to the resistance.”

He walked into the opening between the filing cabinets and Yalena followed. The narrow corridor went on for a while. It sloped down, making her feel pressure on her toes. They reached another door, but it was guarded by Fians this time.

The two of them wore army-green makeshift uniforms, which looked like regular clothes that had been dyed. The Fians saluted Stanley and didn’t even sneak a peek at Yalena. That was obedience earned, not taken by force.

“At ease, soldiers,” Stanley said.

They didn’t really relax, though. One of them pushed the door open for them and the other nodded at Yalena like he already knew who she was. Perhaps he did.

The next room was an armory, where rows of rifles were piled on top of each other on metal racks.

“Through there is the canteen.” Stanley gestured at another door straight ahead. Then he pointed at a side door. “And there is the entrance to the sleeping quarters. It’s not much. This place is basically a barracks.”

Yalena nodded, letting each word soak in. “It still feels surreal.”

Stanley sighed, realizing she didn’t mean the quarters. A line on his forehead deepened. “I know. I’ve dreamed of meeting you, of knowing you, since Norma told me she was pregnant.” He reached out and a strand of wet hair from Yalena’s face. “And I have so much to tell you. To teach you. To warn you about.”

When he hesitated, Yalena’s stomach dropped. “But what?”

The frown lines around his mouth deepened slightly. “But I believe there’s something even more important than all this right now.”

Yalena was afraid to blink, her eyes observing Stanley’s face for the smallest twitch. But he was a leader and a general by the looks of it. He wasn’t the kind of man to flinch.

“It’s your boy Alec,” he said. “Brave of him to come find us on his own. He’s a great soldier. An even better man. But he’s been on Nova Fia for a while now. And it’s killing him.”
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The rest of the Fians followed Yalena and Stanley in, not bothering to keep quiet. The noise probably didn’t carry upstairs. They sounded cheerful and casual, but the chatter was only a background hum to Yalena. She searched for Alec in the crowd. He was talking to Natalia and when Yalena reached him, he got an elbow to the ribs from the Moonie.

“Tell your boyfriend his Fian jokes are stupid.” Natalia looked indignant. 

Yalena didn’t address their squabble. “Are you going to be all right for a while?”

Natalia eyed her like she wanted to say ‘no’, but she nodded. Yalena led Alec away by the hand. Since she didn’t know where they could find privacy, she would settle for a corner of the room.

“This way,” Alec said, pushing her toward the sleeping quarters. They walked through rows of bunks, some of them unmade and messy, others untouched. At the end of the room, Alec punched in a code that opened a door to what looked like a flat. Like a general’s private space.

“Is this...” Yalena trailed off.

“Your father’s apartment. Yes.”

When she didn’t move, Alec gestured to one of the three rooms connected to the small corridor, the one on the right.

“I’ve been staying with him since we broke him out,” he said.

Yalena’s next breath came as a sharp inhale. “You broke him out?”

Alec swiped the back of his hand across his sweat-beaded forehead. “That’s what you asked me to do, wasn’t it?”

“I know,” Yalena said quickly, her heart hammering in her chest. In her mind, Alec was an mighty soldier. He’d never ever let her down.

“It’s a funny story actually.” Alec gave her a tired smile, but Yalena shook her head. She couldn’t think of this now.

“Alec...”

He turned away from her. He swung the door wide open, then closed it as soon as they’d entered. His muscular arms tightened around her waist in a crushing embrace.

Yalena buried her face just below his ear, arms around his shoulders. “Alec...” she said again but he shushed her.

“Later.”

Yalena stayed in his embrace for a minute without stirring. Alec’s presence made Nova Fia feel like home. Everything felt easier. Breathing. Smiling. Thinking.

Yalena loosened the embrace around his shoulders. Alec’s hands untangled at her waist and he finally let go of her. A single bed and a nightstand were the only pieces of furniture in the room. A few fresh sets of mud-colored clothes hung on the back of the door.

With her clothes still wet and somewhat muddied, Yalena hesitantly sat on the edge of the bed. She never would have acted coy in his room at STAR Academy, but the memory of it was so distant.

“What happened?” she asked. “How did you end up here?” Then she smiled a little to challenge him. “I know I said you should look for allies, but when we found the army...the horrors that happened there made me wish you’d gone back to Earth.” She’d willed herself to believe he’d gone back to Earth.

Alec let out a snort. “What I’m still struggling to believe is that I managed to leave. Against my better judgment, too. I had such a punch loaded for those soldiers.”

Yalena’s smile flattened as she pursed her lips. “Those soldiers were brainwashed copies of Veronica. Of quite possibly the gutsiest woman in history since Cara White. It wasn’t their fault.”

Alec sunk down, sitting next to her. “That’s seriously messed up.”

Yalena looked at him with wet eyes. “It doesn’t even scratch the surface. If you hadn’t left, they would have cloned you too. Or injected you. It’s better that you left.”

“You have the annoying habit of making the right call like that.” Alec took her hand in his and stroked it with his thumb. “I figured we were out of our depth with the army.”

“Well, duh?” Yalena giggled in spite of herself.

Being close to Alec, meeting her father and being on Nova Fia had jam-packed her heart with a thousand emotions that erratically sprang out. She didn’t feel in control and, for the first time, it didn’t really bother her.

“I mean,” Alec said, his fiery gaze on her. “I knew if I went back to the near worlds, after all we’d lost, they’d never grant me a team to come back and get you. And even if they had, it would have been too late. You were right. I had to find allies closer—on Nova Fia.”

Deep inside her heart, it warmed Yalena to hear Alec describe Stanley as an ally. And it wasn’t just because of the politics involved. They seemed to have bonded.

“How did you find...Stanley?”

Alec draped an arm over her shoulders and pulled her closer. “You don’t have to look so guilty for calling him by his name. He won’t mind.”

Yalena felt self-conscious. Stanley had been right. It was a bit weird he’d met Alec first, and not Yalena.

Alec perked up a little as he dove into his story. “Well, first of all, the Chameleon didn’t go unnoticed. The Fians have motion sensors to alert them to ships. They fired at me until the Chameleon was about to explode. I had no choice but to eject out of the ship.”

“You what?” The fine hairs on Yalena’s forearms prickled. She’d been so focused on surviving the ice moon and getting herself and Natalia out that she hadn’t allowed herself to think of Alec in danger. “Wishing you were safe and far away was my beacon of hope in that place.” She bumped her fist against his shoulder. “You weren’t supposed to be having a worse time than me.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” he mocked her. “I managed to evade their weapons just long enough to get to an altitude I could parachute from, but they destroyed the Chameleon.”

Yalena winced, but in her heart it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that Alec was alive. “We’ll manage without the ship. What happened next? How did you find Stanley?”

Alec’s bushy eyebrows bounced. “It was all Blaine’s doing. Felix realized the Chameleon must be ours and he sent his best men to capture me. Blaine volunteered; he helped me fight the others.”

Yalena tried to imagine all this playing out while she was lying unconscious, dreaming of Veronica.

She finally connected the dots. “Thanks to your little alliance, Felix must have figured out that Blaine had betrayed him.”

“Yes,” Alec said. “He disabled Blaine’s access pass, so we couldn’t stop Farsight’s launch.”

Yalena licked her lips. “The whole stunt must have alerted him of our presence on this side of the wormhole, too, so he sent a Fian party to prep the soldiers on the ice moon before he left here with everyone loyal to him on board Farsight.” 

The empty streets and the rebel army roaming free confirmed that.

“When we met just now...” Yalena struggled to find the words. 

“We saw a Fian ship land,” Alec said. “We were coming to take it by force, using the entire rebel army if we had to.”

Not that there were thousands of them, Yalena thought grimly. “Alec, that ship barely survived a short flight and it crash-landed into water. Salvaging it won’t be easy. What if it can’t handle another trip?”

Alec’s knee trembled in a series of nervous taps. Yalena had been so ecstatic to see him again that she hadn’t realized that the rebels hadn’t been out to intercept them. They’d been out to get the ship.

Yalena squeezed his hand to force Alec to look at her again. “Are we stranded here?”

Slowly, Alec nodded with a painful expression. Stanley’s warning about Alec shone in an entirely different light now. Yalena was suffocating. Drowning, as if her lungs refused to take in air.

She bolted to her feet, hands at the side of her face. “This can’t be happening. Not now that I’ve found you and Stanley. We need to go back.”

Slowly, Alec rose to his feet as well. He planted his palms at her hips to keep her from fidgeting. “Stanley has a solution for me, if it comes down to it.” His forehead was dotted with tiny beads of perspiration again. It had been harder to notice it in the rain before, but he was struggling. Exerting himself. Probably going without enough food and water to limit the effects of Novofex on his body, like the original Farsight crew had done before the injection.

The injection. A swift shudder went through Yalena’s body. “No.”

Alec grimaced like he’d experienced a flash of pain. “It’s the only way.”

“You’re not taking the injection.” Yalena’s voice wavered. The memory of Natalia’s panic and despair flooded her mind. “I couldn’t stop what happened to Natalia, but I won’t let it happen again. Not to you too. I can’t fail you.”

Alec drew her into a hug, but Yalena shook in denial. Everything was falling apart. Everyone who’d followed her was so much worse off now. She wasn’t a leader. She was the first sheep they’d blindly followed off a cliff.

But she’d be damned if she let Alec pay for her mistakes.

Yalena lifted her head from his shoulder in a sudden realization. “I’ll get you human rations. There must be some on the ship we came with.”

“It would only delay the inevitable,” Alec said, but Yalena untangled herself from him and shook her head.

“Don’t you tell me what’s inevitable.” Her gaze darted to the bed. “Get some rest. I’ll take care of it.”

Taking one last slow look at him to savor the small amount of hope seeping into his expression, Yalena nodded. Then she scrambled out of the room. She heard him try to deter her once by calling out her name, but she didn’t stop.

Back at the sleeping quarters, Yalena found Natalia hesitating by an empty bed.

“Your father said I could sleep wherever I liked.” She sounded disdainful. “But I can’t.” She looked around sheepishly. “It’s just so loud.”

Yalena frowned at first. After all, most of the soldiers were lying in their beds already, but then she realized it wasn’t speech that bothered Natalia.

“I can’t hear myself think,” Natalia panted.

“You’ll learn to block it out,” a voice behind Natalia said.

She whirled around and scoffed at Blaine. “Not fast enough to get any sleep, you idiot.”

Blaine looked past Natalia to Yalena. “Your friend is...friendly.”

“We’re not friends,” Yalena and Natalia said at once.

Blaine nodded with mock understanding at them. “Of course not. My apologies.”

“I need your help.” Yalena waited for Blaine to fix his exotic green eyes on her. “We have food rations back at the ship. They’ll help Alec for now.” She couldn’t think about later.

Blaine leaned against the bedframe leisurely. “Ah, got to save the human’s ass again?” 

“Hey!” Natalia swept her half-dry black mane of hair to one side as she turned back to point a finger at him. 

He only grinned in response. “Why are you offended? You’re no longer human.”

Yalena fought a growl in her throat, but Natalia hissed at Blaine first, “Shut up.”

“Fine, I’ll trek back to get the rations,” Blaine said. “Anything else, cuz?”

Yalena rolled her eyes. “Do you need a guide back to the crash site?”

It was the least she could offer, but she stubbornly wished she didn’t have to leave Alec. Not in his condition. Her reluctance must have shown through her vibe, because both Natalia and Blaine softened their expressions.

“Why don’t you come with, newbie?” Blaine regarded Natalia.

She balked like she’d tasted slime. “With you?”

“I don’t bite.” He arched an eyebrow at her. “I mean, unless you want me to.”

When he turned to leave with a daring smile on his face, Natalia jabbed a finger at Yalena’s collar bone. “You owe me big time.”
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When Yalena returned to Alec’s room, it smelled faintly of soap, and he was already in bed, breathing evenly. Yalena removed the wet uniform clinging to her body as silently as she could, selected a clean t-shirt and a pair of shorts from the clothes hanging on the door and went into the small bathroom.

The hot water felt like a calming embrace. Despite the terrifying realization that they were trapped on this planet, a part of her was still considered herself fortunate. So long as Yalena had Alec and her father, she was determined to find a way out. She’d build a ship with her bare hands if she had to.

She dried herself as best she could, although in the humid air on this planet she quickly felt sticky again. She pulled on the fresh clothes and tucked herself in next to Alec. He stirred to make space for her, shifting closer to the wall. His breathing was deep and louder than she remembered, but he wasn’t asleep. His lips brushed against her temple and left a butterfly kiss at her hairline.

“We’ll figure this out,” Yalena whispered. “I promise.”

“Don’t say that,” he grunted sleepily.

“It’s true,” Yalena insisted. She had to believe it.

“But if you say it out loud, it’ll never come true.” And he drifted into sleep.

Yalena listened to his heartbeat, watching his chest rise and fall for as long as she could hold out, before her eyelids closed.

She woke up with a start, unsure where she was. The events of the day before flooded her mind, but she rested her head on Alec’s chest for a little while still. Either it was early or Novofex was tiring him out at a progressive rate, because he hadn’t stirred at all. Yalena shuffled out of bed and picked up her clothes. Thankfully they’d dried in the well-ventilated room.

After changing, she slipped out of the room without a plan. Standing in the corridor in front of Alec’s room she had two choices: try to find Stanley here or go back to the communal quarters. She hesitated for a moment, then balled her hand into a fist and knocked on the middle door.

“Come in,” Stanley said from inside.

Yalena pushed the heavy door clumsily. Stanley’s room was about three times the size of Alec’s. He sat in an old-fashioned armchair with a cup of coffee in his hand.

“Lena.” He stood to greet her—a slightly awkward brief hug. “You’re up early.” Then, as if guessing what was on her mind, he asked, “How is he?”

Yalena took a seat in the couch he’d motioned to. “He seems tired. He has trouble breathing normally. I don’t know how long he...” Yalena hesitated as a shudder went through her.

“He has a while longer, thanks to you,” Stanley said. He poured a cup of coffee for her too and handed it over. “Blaine and your STAR Academy friend returned with the rations last night. If he stretches them, they could buy him up to ten days.”

Yalena nodded as she accepted the cup. She tried to feel grateful, but the question “and then what?” bit at her insides. “What about the ship we landed with. Can it be salvaged?”

Stanley smiled kindly. “We’re survivors of the apocalypse. We’ve been repairing ancient Earthling tech all our lives. We’ll get it operational again.”

“When?” Yalena wished she had the time and peace of mind to ask her father something else—more personal—or anything but war plans. But she didn’t have that luxury. He knew that or he wouldn’t have told her about Alec so fast.

“In about a week, we hope.”

From Stanley’s expression Yalena could tell he’d made the same calculation she did now. That ship was far too slow to get Alec back to the near worlds, even to somewhere in the Belt in time. And if the near worlds were busy fighting Felix, no-one would come get Alec in time.

“It has to be less.” She didn’t mean to sound ungrateful and through the vibe, Stanley soothed her.

“We’ll push it as much as we can.” He waited for her to exhale with tentative relief. “But there’s a lot more I need to tell you. Come with me.”

Yalena took a few big gulps of the coffee she hadn’t thus far touched and followed Stanley out of the apartment. At the door to the sleeping quarters, they almost bumped into Natalia. By the looks of it, she’d showered, and her thick luscious hair shone dry and clean, but her eyes were circled by deep purple blots.

“No luck getting any sleep?” Yalena asked her.

Natalia seemed to bite back her usual moaning, straightening up at the sight of Stanley.

“Here’s every food pack Vero, Nicky and Ronnie left on the ship.” She dropped the bag at Yalena’s feet.

“Thanks.” Yalena transferred it into the corridor of the flat. Alec still hadn’t made it out of bed. “It will be a nice surprise for him when he wakes up.”

Despite looking like she wanted to protest or join them outside, Natalia let Yalena and Stanley walk past her.

Yalena turned back to her while walking off. “Can you make sure he gets something to eat? And you as well.”

Natalia nodded.

Stanley led the way out of the bunker—the same way they’d come in the night before. Yalena followed swiftly.

“So you’re a team leader?” Stanley said with genuine curiosity that bled through the vibe. “Alec told me.”

“He must have also told you there aren’t many on my team left standing.” Yalena felt her insides convulse as she mentally scrolled through the troubles that had befallen them. Even though she’d said it mechanically, the statement still stung.

Stanley climbed up the ladder, then held out a hand to pull Yalena up. When he’d sealed the hatch and placed the chair over it, he studied Yalena’s face.

“Some of them made it out alive, on the second Eagle, didn’t they?”

Yalena wanted to avert her gaze from him, but she didn’t. “Some, but not all. Alec’s best friend is dead. And Natalia...”

“She has a new family now,” Stanley interrupted. “She’ll adapt.”

“And Alec,” Yalena’s voice sounded hollow.

“He’ll live.” Stanley squared his jaw with resolve. “I promise you, he will.”

Yalena licked her bottom lip, debating whether she should go on. “He told me you offered him the injection.”

Stanley guided her outside, under the faintly gray sky and into the sticky hot air. “I wouldn’t have done so lightly, but the boy has proved himself.”

“You weren’t there when Natalia turned,” Yalena insisted. “She was so horrified. I can’t let that happen to Alec too.”

Stanley halted, eyes surveying the empty streets. “He’d rather go through that than face death and lose you. But you’re not wrong. There is a price.” A few lines on his forehead deepened when he glanced back at her. “It’s a tradeoff, you see. The humans can’t survive here long. The Fians can’t live there long.”

Yalena should have known. The pulse of the chilling realization washed over her in waves. “He wouldn’t be able to go back home. Natalia too.”

Stanley held his palms out, facing up as he gesticulated. “When I was visiting your mom, Fian food and water kept me going for a while, but I never docked in a human world. Bringing Novofex there might have catastrophic effects.”

Yalena’s mind was a hurricane of thoughts. A ferocious twister that rampaged her insides. “That’s what Felix is going to do, isn’t it? That’s why he was testing the injection on the clones. He wants to turn Earth into another Nova Fia.”

Stanley didn’t answer right away. He put two fingers into his mouth. A loud whistle tore through the serene quiet. Less than a minute later, a land transporter roared from the end of the street. The driver parked the vehicle right in front of them. He jumped out, leaving the door open and the keys in, so the engine still hummed.

Stanley beckoned for Yalena to get in. “Hop in. I’ve something to show you.”

Her mind hard at work, Yalena got in silently. Stanley took them out of the neighborhood and away from the city. The road was new, but the lack of traffic made it seem like Nova Fia had been through an apocalypse. The sky slowly turned a lighter gray with streaks of pink, which didn’t seem entirely normal either, at least not to an Earthling.

“Where is everyone?” Yalena asked.

Stanley turned the wheel to avoid a large tree branch on the road. “This city was constructed for Felix’s army. In the south part, they trained and made weapons. The soldiers’ families live in the north.”

“And you chose the south for the bunker?”

Stanley gave her a small smile. “We blend in better with soldiers than at kids’ parties, don’t you think?”

Yalena looked back at the city they were leaving behind. “All these people follow Felix.” It was hard to make sense of there being that many people who agreed with what he’d done.

“I’m afraid it’s not as simple as right and wrong,” Stanley said. “The Fians are survivors. We’ll pay any price to keep surviving.”

Yalena was going to object that they had no barriers to surviving here, but Stanley turned down a dirt road, winding between lush, high-reaching vegetation in a rainbow of colors, which piqued her curiosity. “Where are we going?”

Stanley took a moment before he replied slowly. “To the only explanation that will make you see Felix’s actions as logical. Mad, but still logical.”

Despite the humid air that always made her skin a little sticky, Yalena felt a chill. “You don’t agree with Felix, do you?”

Stanley didn’t take his eyes off the road to look at her. “I don’t, but you need to understand why others do.”

“You’re a strategist,” Yalena said, thinking out loud.

“So are you.” Stanley glanced sideways at her. “I know you despise Felix, but think past that. How did he gather so many followers? How did he change the political system on Nova Fia from a council of seven to a dictatorship? How did he justify throwing me in jail? What fuels his support?”

Yalena almost smacked a palm against her forehead. The answer was obvious. “Fear.”

Stanley’s expression darkened. “Fear of something more terrifying than the atrocities Felix has committed.”

The transporter came to a halt at the entrance to a cave. It had security warnings all around, but no guards were in sight.

Yalena hesitated before getting out after Stanley. “Are we going in there?”

Her father took out a flashlight from the trunk and tested it. “If you want to know the truth about Nova Fia, it’s all in the caves. That’s where Cara White took the injection. That’s where we found out what this place really is.”

Yalena’s stomach knotted, but she had to bring herself to ask. “What is it really?”

Stanley stood at the entrance of the cave with resolve. “It’s a hive.”
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Yalena’s skin tingled all over at the thought of bugs or larvae crawling out of the cave.

Stanley chuckled, probably having sensed her discomfort through the vibe. “It’s not what you’re imagining.”

With a flick of irritation at the vibe always betraying her feelings, Yalena balked at him. “I don’t understand.”

“The first Fians didn’t either,” Stanley said. “They thought all we had to do to survive Nova Fia was to adapt to Novofex. But the next generations dug deeper and deeper, because something about this planet didn’t add up.”

Yalena tried to recall everything Jen and Nico had told her about Nova Fia, but the memory of her friends made her heart ache.

“The ecosystem is too simple. Too lean,” Stanley said. “There are all the conditions for life, but only a few species of fauna. Too few. There are no predators either.”

“They haven’t evolved yet,” Yalena guessed.

Stanley scratched his neck for a moment. “The Farsight crew thought so too, at first, but whatever was already here was a stable ecosystem. It seemed like it had been waiting.”

“For what?”

Stanley answered her with another question. “Do you know what beekeepers did to cultivate bees back on Earth?” He didn’t wait for her to guess, perhaps discouraged by her slack expression. “They created the perfect conditions. The perfect hive. The right structure, the right location, the right level of protection. And then they waited for the bees to find it and move in. They built a home and waited for the occupants to show up.”

Yalena stared at him unblinking. “Are you saying...Nova Fia is...”

“It’s a hive,” Stanley said. “An enormous, elaborate hive. And we were the bees that claimed it as our home.”

Breathing in the humid, sweet air, Yalena whirled around, eyes drinking in the colorful forest. “All of this was built. Designed?”

“By a species a lot more advanced than the humans could ever imagine, before they stumbled upon this world.” Stanley gave her a moment for his words to sink in. “We call them the hive engineers.”

The idea of such an advanced civilization boggled her. Yalena couldn’t help but frown as she struggled to connect all the dots. “What does this have to do with Felix’s insane mission?”

Stanley flicked the switch of the flashlight, testing it again. “Felix believes that he’s continuing the work of the hive engineers by spreading Novofex throughout the galaxy.”

Yalena’s stomach lurched. “That’s mad.”

Stanley regarded her with endless calm. “I didn’t say we all agree with him, but there is evidence that spreading Novofex is their mission.”

Yalena gasped in realization. “The raptor planet. The reptiles had the vibe, too.”

“Exactly,” Stanley said. “We only built a small research center there to study the creatures. That planet has many more similarities to Nova Fia than just Novofex. The fauna is sparse, while the flora has evolved more naturally. Novofex had been introduced there to make it a hive.”

“Don’t tell me the raptors arrived on a migration ship from their home planet.” Yalena almost laughed, but the serious look in Stanley’s eyes made her cut it out.

“They could have evolved on that world, much like prehistoric creatures evolved on Earth a long time ago, but they could have also been brought there.”

He didn’t have to specify by whom. The hive engineers again.

Yalena fought the disgust pooling into her stomach. Was that planet the hive engineers’ version of an alien zoo?

“And this is where the difference of ideology between the Troians and the Francises—Felix’s family—started. Some Fians believe the raptors were brought there by a more advanced race that cared about their wellbeing. We think that the hive engineers were either saving them from a dying world or moving them from an overpopulated one. That would suggest not only intelligence, but kindness and care for a species which isn’t as evolved as the hive engineers themselves.”

Embarrassment made Yalena flush with warmth that traveled up her neck. She’d thought of it as a cruel zoo, not a saving grace. “Let me guess, that’s what the Troians believe?”

Stanley gave her a small smile.

“And the Francis family?” she dared to ask.

Stanley seemed to be forcing his expression to remain blank, but a small frown broke through his facade. “The Francises believe that the raptors—and possibly many more species on their world—had already evolved. Then, the hive engineers introduced Novofex into their environment, disrupting the ecosystem, allowing only those species of fauna capable of adapting to Novofex to survive.”

Yalena felt her throat throb as she swallowed. “A clean sweep. That would suggest the hive engineers are not only intelligent, but supremist. Cruel. Believing themselves entitled to all other worlds.”

“So you see?” Stanley said after letting out a deep breath. “That’s where our difference of opinion started. We chose to believe in grace. They chose to believe in extremism.”

Yalena frowned. She thought that unless they met with the hive engineers, they’d never know. “Why does it matter what the hive engineers intended? They aren’t here.”

By the stone-cold look on Stanley’s face, she guessed that wasn’t entirely true. “It’s time we went in.”

He pointed his flashlight to illuminate the entrance of the dark cave and stepped inside. Yalena followed a few steps after her father, trying not to slip on the muddy clay surface of the cave. They walked in deeper and deeper, and the path grew steeper the farther they went. They must have gone at least the equivalent of five stories down and two kilometers ahead before the tunnel led them to a bigger gallery. Somewhere far above them, light pierced the cave roof, letting laser-thin streaks of sunshine in, although they weren’t enough to fully illuminate the gallery.

Stanley fiddled around at the gallery entrance and clicked what sounded like a few switches. An electric hum preceded the light that came out from two massive light modules. They bathed the gallery in light.

And Yalena gasped.

Suspended in the middle of the reddish clay was an oval metallic green hull. The hull of a ship.

“Once Cara White’s child, the first Troian, your grandmother, found this place, even those skeptical of the hive engineers theory had to accept it. We were never the first ones to claim this world.”

Yalena took a second to process that. The words “your grandmother”—a concept she’d never allowed herself to think of—beckoned inside her head. But the existence of the glistening ship, a little dusty but well-preserved, stole her focus away. “How long has it been here?”

“Tests on the clay around it suggest it hasn’t been moved in almost three hundred years.”

Stanley’s emphasis on the word ‘almost’ made Yalena alert. “So they come back? At intervals. To check if something got trapped in the hive.”

Stanley’s tensed stance told her she was right. “If we continue farther down, into caves much deeper and more dangerous to access, we reach another chamber below, dating back roughly six hundred years.”

Yalena chewed on the inside of her cheek. “Why would they leave a ship here?”

“To give any intelligent life form a way to get back in touch,” Stanley said. “That’s one theory. Alternatively, perhaps they never leave. Instead of coming back, maybe they come out every three hundred years.”

Yalena felt pins and needles all over her body. “You think there’s someone inside?”

“Possibly,” Stanley said cautiously. “We’ve never been able to open it.” He crossed the short distance to what looked like a side panel. A way in. His hand stroked it and it glowed a faint shade of green. Eight symbols sparked in stronger color. “We’ve tried pressing them, rearranging them. It still won’t work.”

Yalena’s curiosity got the better of her. Her feet didn’t feel rooted in the soft ground beneath anymore. She rushed to Stanley’s side, taking in the symbols, as if to memorize them.

“Don’t bother,” he said. “We have plenty of sketches of them. I’ll show you once we get back.”

Yalena smiled at something that registered with her, something seeping through her father’s vibe. Excitement.

“According to our estimates,” Stanley said, “It’ll soon be time for them to either visit or emerge again. Then, we’ll finally know if the Troians or the Francises were right.”

Yalena’s stomach quivered. “We have to know before Felix reaches Earth. We have to prove he’s wrong before he poisons Earth with Novofex.”

Stanley tore his eyes away from the symbols on the monitor to look at her in the gloomy light. “Felix believes spreading Novofex is the only way for us to appear aligned with the hive engineers, to gain their trust. To further their agenda.”

Yalena finally understood. That was why people rallied behind Felix. They knew what the hive engineers had done to two planets already. The majority of Fians must have felt that proving their worth to the alien overlords was the only way to stay alive, to be seen as Fians, not human descendants.

“Felix believes that by turning all humans into Fians, he’s going to save us from the hive engineers, doesn’t he?” Yalena asked with a trembling voice. True dedication to a cause always came from believing it was a just one.

“Unless we get to the hive engineers first and prove him wrong.” Stanley’s eyes glistened in the semi-darkness. “So what do you say? Shall we give this a go? It has been a mystery for two generations, but I hear you’re good with codes. So am I.”

Yalena felt a wave of warmth spreading from her heart to her fingertips. “So, we do have a ship?”

Stanley almost laughed. “Yes. We just have to figure out how to access and fly it.”

Yalena exhaled in a nervous giggle. “And check if an ancient creature lurks inside in a cryo chamber or something.”

“That too.” Stanley mused. “What do you say? Shall we give it a go?”

Yalena’s face shone in response. “Father-daughter style.”
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Chapter 29. Battle Cry
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By the time Yalena and Stanley got back to the resistance quarters, it was lunch time. Natalia sat on the steps to the repair shop, jabbing her fork at what looked like a green salad on her plate. It was an absent-minded effort, not really meant to result in feeding herself.

Yalena didn’t have to rely on the vibe. Her heart sank at the sight. “Are you all right?”

Natalia huffed like the question offended her. “I’m not hungry.”

“That’s not what I asked.” Yalena kept her voice low and shot a quick look at Stanley, who nodded.

“I’ll see you downstairs,” he said. “Both of you.”

Despite the loud grumble in her stomach, Yalena took a seat at the edge of the steps next to Natalia.

“I just hate this, you know.” Natalia’s breathing hitched like she was close to tears. “I can’t sleep. I can’t think. I can’t...I can’t escape hearing their subconscious whispers, feeling emotions that don’t belong to me.” She struggled to go on. “How do you do it?”

Yalena bit her cheek, searching for the right words. She ran a hand through her hair, which had become frizzy in the high humidity. “It took me a while, didn’t it? You never saw it, but I actually barfed the first time I felt the vibe. I couldn’t breathe. I almost blacked out entirely.”

Natalia let out a small laugh, as if out of politeness. “Are you saying I’m acing it?” She still sounded timid.

Yalena felt a smile tug at the corners of her lips. “Not yet, but you will. After all, you’re tough.”

Natalia stared at her plate, as if unable to process the compliment. “Tough? These Fian weeds are tough.”

Yalena nudged her a little with her shoulder. “See? You fit right in. Natalia Khanna, tough as a weed. Impossible to get rid of, no matter how hard you try to off her.”

A thousand subtle shifts took place in Natalia’s expression until she finally let out a giggle. “Weeds don’t die.”

Yalena’s stomach rumbled again. A look passed between the girls, before Natalia nodded and Yalena slowly stood to leave.

Back downstairs, Stanley had joined Alec and Blaine at a table. He speared the Fian weeds on his fork and gulped them down, one bunch after the other.

Blaine changed his focus from Stanley to Yalena. “Well, you must be freaked out.”

She gave him a flat smile. Stanley must have told them where he’d taken her. It meant Alec knew all this already, but even if he didn’t, Yalena felt it didn’t matter. She slid into the seat next to him and squeezed his arm lightly. Alec turned to her, his face seeming to have regained some of its natural color. No sweat slicked over his skin.

“You look better,” she said to Alec, while Stanley passed her a plate and cutlery.

A glint of mischief shone in his eyes. “Why, thank you.” Alec pulled her closer, his arm squeezing tight around her waist.

Yalena laughed. “Ouch! All right, I got it. Your strength is back to Martian levels.”

He loosened his grip, laughing too, and allowing her enough space to reach for the salad bowl and pile some Fian greens into her plate. “I’ve got you to thank for it.”

“Her?” Blaine feigned getting offended. “Mate, I dove into grim-looking waters for those rations.” He convulsed his body in an exaggerated gesture. “Couldn’t feel the vibe or anything.”

Yalena chewed her mouthful of greens with a satisfied grin on her face. They tasted strong, like rocket salad, but the dressing was as sweet as mango.  

“Apparently Fians are like cats,” Alec said to Yalena like he was letting her in on some big secret. “Afraid of a little water.”

Watching Blaine and Alec tease each other, Yalena chewed on her next bite, lost in thought. Blaine had given her an idea. It was hard to believe she hadn’t thought of it sooner. “Blaine, you were a spy, right?”

“The most convincing double-agent we’ve ever seen,” Stanley said with pride that made Yalena’s smile spread from ear to ear.

“I have a pet project for you...” Then she added, just to make her case stronger, “Cuz.”

“You may not have raised her, but she sure is a Troian,” Blaine said to Stanley with a playful tone. “On this planet for less than a day and already giving orders.” A sarcastic smirk accompanied the sparkle in Blaine’s electric-green eyes, which narrowed at Yalena in anticipation. “How may I be of service?”

* * *
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NATALIA’S FACE GREW pale as her black eyes shifted from Yalena to Blaine and back to Yalena with disdain. “No.”

“Come on, Nat,” Yalena pleaded.

She’d managed to get her to the training room, where the floors were safely covered in mats, but she couldn’t force her to train. Blaine leaned back against the wall, stretching out his legs as he observed their exchange with curiosity.

Natalia gathered her heavy hair with one hand and fanned herself with her other hand. The sticky, humid air was hard to escape. “Why does it have to be sparring?”

“I promise I’ll go easy on you,” Blaine said almost lazily. “Besides you’re not a fragile human anymore.”

Natalia snorted, refusing to grace him with a direct glance. “Like he could teach me anything Cooper, Josie and all the STAR Academy instructors haven’t.”

“This is not about fighting,” Yalena argued. “It’s about learning how the vibe can inform your opponent. It’s about learning to be in control, despite the connection it creates to others. It’ll get you comfortable in your own skin again.”

Blaine raised a hand like a student in class. “It’s the best way to learn how to conceal your vibe, so you’re not an open book for everyone.”

“See?” Yalena shook Natalia by the shoulders. “He’s been a spy. He’s fooled Felix.”

“For years,” Blaine pointed out.

Yalena tilted her head slightly so she could see him behind Natalia. “Modesty is a foreign concept to you, isn’t it?” Then without waiting for him to retort, she smiled encouragingly at Natalia. “Please, give it a go.”

“I don’t want any of them near me, if they can tell what I’m thinking, especially not...” Natalia’s voice tore abruptly.

Blaine let out a sincere laugh. “Especially not someone as dashing as myself? C’mon, you thought that for a second.”

Natalia growled at him like a dog about to turn rabid. “And what is your stupid vibe telling you now?”

Blaine glanced at Yalena with eyes wide-open, probably hoping to see the same discouraged look that had suddenly spread across his face. Or, possibly, to search for a way to back out.

Yalena only shrugged at him, though. “You guys have fun.”

“Hey, not so fast!” Blaine finally stepped on both feet stably and pushed himself from the wall. He made a face, cocking his head in Natalia’s direction. “We need you here. If you couldn’t tell, I’m not winning her over.”

Yalena sighed in resignation. “Fine. First round, it’s you and me.”

She kicked off her shoes and stepped onto the middle of the mat. Realizing it had been too long since her last training exercise, she interlaced her fingers and stretched her arms over her head. Her knee had recovered since the swim to shore, but the last thing she wanted was to aggravate the injury again.

Blaine laughed as he took his position opposite Yalena. “You’re not as confident as you pretend to be. Maybe you’re out of practice?” 

He observed her without blinking as if to prove a point. He was good. Baiting her to want to prove herself and make a mistake. Yalena tried to seal her vibe in. She imagined it as a shield around her, rather than a tentacle reaching out. She expelled a calming breath when she felt it work.

“Why do they always call you Blaine anyway?” Yalena was trying to distract him, but she was also curious. Blaine was a second name from the seven families, like Morgan, Troian, Francis, Robin, Spencer and Hayden. “Don’t you have a first name?”

Blaine’s eyes narrowed at her. He was already alert to any sudden movement Yalena would make. “I’m the last Blaine—that’s why. No given name matters more than that legacy.”

An ancient memory stirred inside Yalena. Veronica had said something to Stanley in the recording hidden in Lexa’s picture frame, something about Blaine senior being on his deathbed.

Yalena swallowed, regretting having asked. “Well, don’t expect me to go easy on you now. And don’t hold back,” she told Blaine.

“Easy for you to say. I’ll have both Stanley and the Martian to worry about, if I leave a bruise on your pale human skin. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Alec’s got a silvery glove that’s quite effective against Fian strength.”

He pretended to wince, but it was a weak attempt to conceal a smirk, and then the fight was on. Blaine took a swing at Yalena and she ducked. If she was more experienced with the vibe, she’d try to feel for his next move, but all she could do was focus on not betraying her instinctive next steps.

She kicked high, but he evaded the attack. Yalena suffered a blow to the ribs as payback.

“You’re too focused on concealing your vibe,” Blaine said. He swept a leg under her, trying to trip her, but Yalena managed to jump just in time. “It’s distracting you from the actual fight.”

Yalena threw a badly targeted punch, which he blocked. Then another, weaker one. Blaine caught her fist in his palm and twisted it, making her put pressure on her weak knee until her stance broke. She buckled to her knees to release the tension, but then flew to her feet again. She managed to whirl around just quick enough to get a little closer and throw her elbow back. It made contact with his chin and he stumbled back, letting her go.

Yalena straightened up and shook the leg with her injured knee. Fists in front of her face, she watched Blaine tilt his head to one side, his eyes burning through the air between them. Yalena couldn’t help herself. She probed with the vibe. If she could only get a feel of what was going through his head. Determination? Anger? Newfound respect?

Still, she had nothing but body language to draw conclusions from. It was like she was fighting a human. Scratch that. A spy. Someone used to forcing an empty expression onto his face, any emotions wiped away. Blaine leapt toward her, but then hunched down, whirled around and punched Yalena in the stomach. When she bent over, his hands looped around her waist. Blaine flipped her legs over her head, so she landed heavily on her back. Good thing there was a mat.

Yalena’s back stiffened upon impact and she groaned on the mat. Blaine rolled his shoulders back, then gave her a hand up.

“See?” Yalena said to Natalia.

The girl only laughed back. “Yea, like that proves your point. If you’re so good at managing your vibe, how come you lost?”

Yalena fought a growl in her throat. Truth be told, she’d hoped to win. But the look of disdain on Natalia’s face was going to keep holding the Moonie back. Yalena was the only one who could convince her to start trying. To embrace what she’d become.

“She wasn’t that bad,” Blaine said.

Yalena felt like laughing, but she smothered it. “Thank you.”

“I’m just the superior fighter.” His annoying grin made Yalena tip her head back, hands over her face.

“Not helping,” she barked at him. Then she regarded Natalia, softening. “The point is, my vibe wasn’t always transparent to him. I could erect a barrier.”

“Partially and a little clumsily, but yes,” Blaine said.

Yalena disregarded him. “And his defense was so strong and masterful, I didn’t even feel it was there. I didn’t even feel like he was trying to hide from me. It felt...” She searched for the right words to express herself. “It was like fighting a human. Skill against skill. No vibe card to play.”

This finally changed Natalia’s expression. Previously grumpy and sullen, she now showed cautious interest. “Fine,” she said, eyelids flitting down for a second, then back up. “I’ll let him try to teach me.”

“I’ll do my best.” Blaine’s chest seemed to swell with fake modesty.

Natalia gawked at him. “But if I break cocky boy’s nose, it’s his fault.”

Yalena mimicked Natalia’s flat smile and shrugged. “Again, have fun, you two.”

She headed out, but when she was at the door, she turned back, sneaking a peek at the fight. Natalia threw punch after punch. Blaine blocked all of them, chuckling at the frustrated gasps she let out with each blow, which seemed to enrage her even more.

He grabbed both her arms to halt her attack. “Why do you think exploding on your opponent will work? Try holding back. Bait me.”

He released her and Natalia responded by taking a defensive stance, fists guarding her face. Blaine threw a few weak punches, probing her defenses. He did anticipate a kick to the stomach, but Natalia whirled around and pulled his hand over her shoulder. Her back to Blaine, she tried to use his weight against him, but his feet stayed firmly planted on the mat.

“You know you’re basically transparent to me, right?” Blaine whispered close to her ear.

Natalia let out a vicious battle cry—the kind people would scream out while shooting until there was no ammunition left. With it, her vibe pushed out so many emotions, and strong ones too, that Yalena staggered back. Blaine must have loosened his grip, and Natalia didn’t miss her chance. She elbowed him in the face, twisted his arm, then ducked under it, spun around and kicked him in the stomach twice. After that his balance was off, so he fell forward, face-first, and dragged her down with him. Natalia slammed her back into the mat.

“You have the subtlety of a hand grenade,” Blaine said, lifting his chin from the mat enough to laugh.

“Thank you.” Natalia was panting after that scream. “By the way, you’re the worst teacher ever. And I win.”

Yalena snickered and she pushed the door to leave. Natalia would be all right after all. Weeds don’t die.
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Chapter 30. The Sleeping Giant
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Yalena got back to the small room and showered. Stanley had made sure to leave some fresh women’s clothes for her. Nothing fancy and she’d have to wear the same jacket, but it was something. She was drying her hair with a towel, already wearing a loose t-shirt and a pair of shorts for sleep, when Alec came back.

“There you are.” He leaned over and planted a quick kiss on her lips. “How did the training go?”

“Hard to tell,” Yalena said. “I left them to practice...or something. I’m not really sure.”

Alec gave a small chuckle, confirming Yalena’s suspicions.

She waited for him to wash up and change, then curled up with him on the bed. It was a narrow single bed, but she didn’t mind. Her head resting on his chest, she ran her hand over the side of his face.

“I haven’t swollen up like a blowfish yet,” Alec said with a little mirth.

Yalena savored the feeling of his trimmed stubble against her hand. “And you’d better not give in to Novofex anytime soon.” She couldn’t hide what she thought from him. “You’ll have to hold on until we get back to the near worlds.”

Alec stroked her shoulder with the backs of his fingers. “We’re working on our exit strategy, but you crashed that Fian ship pretty well. Twice.”

“We only crashed it once.” Yalena buried her face closer to his neck. “The other time we shot at it, bringing it down.”

He couldn’t help a snort. “Same difference. I don’t think it will be ready before my food runs out.”

Yalena propped herself up on her elbows to face him. His warm eyes fueled the fire of determination in her.

“There’s another way.” She kissed him deeply, getting lost in the scent of fresh soap on his skin.

Alec’s hands left scorching trails when they moved lower down her back. “Is it something insane?” But the spark in his eyes told her he was growing less and less interested in the details of her plan. His hand brushed her thigh, then pulled her knee up.

Yalena swept back the hair that had fallen in her face and leaned closer, letting their lips touch lightly, playfully. “It’s not insane. It’s simple. I’ll get you another ship. You’ll just have to worry about flying it.”

* * *
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WHEN ALEC WAS LONG asleep, Yalena carefully sneaked out of bed. She hesitated only briefly before she exited the room on tiptoe. Despite the late hour, faint light lined the frame of the door to Stanley’s room. She stopped in front of it, her hand balled into a fist.

“Come in,” sounded from inside, even though she hadn’t knocked.

She entered slightly nervously. “You’re still up?”

Stanley sighed. “I don’t sleep much. Why don’t you sit down?”

Yalena sat on the ragged couch and evaluated his face, as the vibe didn’t give her much to go on. He was pensive, but that could mean anything.

Stanley smiled, his crow’s feet deepening at the corners of his eyes. “I can tell you about it if you’d like?”

He sat next to her on the couch, half-turning to look at her, but Yalena had an inkling about the root cause of her father’s insomnia. Her heart wrenched, but she didn’t display her reaction. She was too consumed by piecing his story together.

“I saw it in Lexa’s video. Veronica’s death. Your arrest,” she said. “It was horrible.”

“I’m not going to lie and tell you that spending a lifetime in prison was recreational,” he whispered. Despite his peaceful demeanor, his voice was strained. “We’ve lost so much time together—you and I—but if you’d allow your old man to get a little philosophical, I think there are still things I could teach you, not only about Nova Fia and the seven families’ legacy, but about life.”

Yalena was suddenly wide awake, afraid to miss a word Stanley said. Her vibe must have given away as much, because Stanley went on in his calming tone.

“I have no regrets,” he said. “Sometimes it’s hard to admit that, because so much went wrong back then. I lost Norma, I lost you, and I lost my freedom. But every choice I made was borne out of a conscious decision to stay true to my beliefs—to the idea that peace is stronger than hatred, that reason can prevail over fear.

“If you remember nothing else from me, please hold on to this one truth. Even if you lose everything, absolutely everything that matters to you in life, you will still be left with who you are. In fact, all any of us ever truly has is who we are. Nothing more and nothing less. When all else is stripped from you, don’t forget you still have the choice of who you want to be. Remember that, my daughter.”

Yalena’s eyes welled up with tears that she struggled to explain. Shyly, she leaned in toward Stanley, as words failed her. Her father embraced her, one hand smoothing her frizzy hair away from her face.

“The other thing I need for you to always remember is that prison was the only reason why I couldn’t come find you, take care of you, and bring you home with me,” Stanley said.

He gave Yalena the explanation she’d always longed for in her heart. The answer to the question that had made her drown in hatred for the parents she’d believed never wanted her. Now, she finally knew better. She felt it in her bones. She’d been wrong.

He loosened his embrace, letting Yalena straighten up, blinking the unshed tears away. “I’m sorry,” she said, even if it only made sense to her.

“You have nothing to apologize for. I’m the one who’s sorry.” Stanley reached out to cup both of her hands in his. “I’m sorry the plan Norma and I had for you didn’t work. Nicky was smarter than all of us. She knew Felix would play me. I’m glad she sent you away, far away from his grasp, but I’m so sorry you couldn’t make it home. To your mother. To your brother.”

Yalena’s breathing slowed as her skin prickled. “You didn’t know what had really happened, did you?”

“Not until recently, no. I got some messages through the other rebels, the ones that acted as secret agents around Felix, but for all they knew, you’d been sent to Marcus O’Donnell.” Stanley’s eyes darkened at the memory. “I wasn’t sure if Norma would have been brave enough to confess to him that you were ours, but I was sure she’d find a way to keep you near, to adopt you, if that would appease their society. What I really didn’t know...” His voice grew rough. “Blaine told me after their first trip to Unifier. I had instructed him to find Norma, to learn how you grew up. But instead he found a woman named Dana—and she mentioned O’Donnell’s late wife.”

Yalena looked away. Her admiration had always been reserved for Veronica. She had been the smart one. The brave one. The one that had sacrificed everything for her friend. Norma had been egoistic. Daring and a visionary, but egoistic and rattled. And as much as Yalena had wanted to accept Norma as her mother, those feelings had persistently nagged at her.

Until this moment.

Stanley loved Norma like he’d lost her yesterday. She was as vivid, as real, as wonderful to him now as Yalena was, sitting in front of him. She could feel it streaming through the vibe.

“Norma got sick,” Yalena said hoarsely. “When Veronica didn’t get back in touch with her to tell her she’d sent me away, Norma must have known something had gone wrong. She drove herself mad, she kept asking about her baby, but she didn’t seem to mean Eric.” Yalena tried to recall each detail they’d found out about her mother. “When I was brought to Unifier as a baby, O’Donnell never told Norma about me. She was too troubled and on strong medications. He didn’t think there was anything to her words but madness, slowly taking over her. So, he gave me away.”

Yalena’s eyes turned glossy again, and her heart felt small and fragile. She no longer cared if all her emotions leaked out through the vibe. She didn’t have to hide. Not from her father. Stanley drew her into a hug she readily fell into, shaking as the tears rolled down her face.

“Now you’re found,” he whispered. “Yalena Troian Russo, and if you wanted to add my surname to the list, Tate.”

The symbolism of her full name, bringing together all the different pieces of the puzzle of her life, washed over Yalena as she sobbed. Only she wasn’t crying about herself. She cried for Stanley, locked away for half his life in prison. And for O’Donnell, who’d spent his life believing a lie. And even for Norma, who’d made all those mistakes, until they drove her mad and destroyed her from the inside out.

After a long pause, Yalena finally wiped her face clean of tears. “How did Blaine and Alec break you out?”

Stanley cleared his throat. “Felix must have known the resistance wouldn’t be contained once he’d left with those loyal to him on Farsight. The security he left was scant, but it wouldn’t have mattered even if it wasn’t.”

“Why?”

Stanley smiled. “I’ve been something of a martyr for the resistance since I was thrown in jail. They would have done anything to get me out, employed the strongest weapon in their possession. And as it just so happens, the strongest weapon—a man with no vibe but with military training—had just landed unexpectedly.”

“Blaine must have thought it was Christmas.” Yalena’s cheeks flushed with warmth.

“Imagine my surprise, when the guard on my corridor was knocked out unconscious by a human boy with a silver glove.”

Yalena wished she could have been a fly on that wall when that happened. They both laughed, then Stanley continued in an incredibly accurate mimicry of Alec’s Martian accent. “I’m your daughter’s boyfriend. I need your help to save her from the army on the ice moon.”

Yalena wore a giddy, silly smile, but she didn’t care. The feeling only Alec could invoke in her exuded from her through the vibe like a wave, and she didn’t even consider trying to dampen it.

“You have no idea what this means to me,” Stanley said more seriously. “Seeing you happy. Getting a chance to talk to you. To explain. To get to know you. It’s all I ever dreamed about.”

Yalena relaxed, smiling on the inside. She and her father were going to be a better team than she ever could have hoped for. And that reminded her of the reason she’d come to him in the first place.

Stanley seemed to sense the evolution in her thoughts. “What is it?”

“I know we have rations for Alec now, but they won’t last long,” Yalena said. “And I can’t ask him to become a Fian. He shouldn’t have to. I wouldn’t forgive myself, especially after what happened to Natalia.”

“First off, the girl will be fine,” Stanley said. “With her edge and attitude, she may as well have been born to be a Fian.”

Yalena made a face at the joke, which turned him serious again. 

“She’s one of our own. There’s a richness that comes with that. We’ll always take care of her. I promise you that.”

Yalena drew her knees in, hugging them with both arms. “I still can’t let that happen to Alec.”

Stanley patted her shoulder. “I understand.” His lips formed a tight line. “That’s why I showed you the ship in the cave today. If the hive engineers can morph a planet to support only Novofex-based life, then this alien race is technically superior to all of us. That ship is a sleeping giant. It’s likely both powerful and fast. We just need to wake it.”

Yalena’s grip on her knees broke and she tensed upright. She’d have to focus now. “Let’s do this.”

Stanley went to get his tablet and a stylus. He opened detailed photos of the carvings on the outside of the alien corpus. Yalena scrolled through them, trying to memorize them, to look for patterns, but it was as unfamiliar as Arabic would be to an alien. Then, Stanley switched to a table where he’d listed all the alien characters in one column and the next columns showed possible meanings for each sign.

“This is what I have so far,” he said.

Yalena studied the characters in silence. She agreed with Stanley’s logic in creating the table. Judging by the amount and variety of the symbols, it was more likely they were expressions of concepts, like in Chinese, rather than letters, like in English.

One sign popped up everywhere. Yalena skimmed through Stanley’s guesses for its meaning. He only had one. The hive engineers.

Yalena scratched her chin, engulfed in her thoughts. “Do you think one has to be an alien to open the ship?”

“Not necessarily, not if we can outsmart the lock mechanism,” Stanley said.

Yalena made a low click with her tongue. “You said something in the cave... What if they wanted you to get back in touch with them?”

Stanley’s expression was frozen. “It’s a theory I stand by, but the only sensor we’ve found doesn’t react to our touch.” He flipped back to one of the pictures. It was a circle glowing in faint yellow.

Yalena’s mind raced, back to the first-year mission, back to Eric and Jen as they returned to Unifier with a chopped-off hand from the Fian morgue. “Maybe it needs something stronger than a touch. A touch or a palm print isn’t proof of Novofex.”

Stanley’s jaw tightened. He must have seen her point. “Our blood is.”

Yalena tried not to think of how exactly they would try this out. “It’s worth a shot.”

Stanley evaluated her plan for a second. “We leave at dawn.”

On a planet with two suns, where night lasted less than six hours, Yalena knew she didn’t have much time to get some sleep. She wished Stanley goodnight and stood to leave, but before she’d reached the door, she turned back.

“This code-buster thing,” she dragged out, unsure how to describe her abilities. “And the way you’ve picked up on the Martian accent...”

Stanley looked at her, welcoming. “Yes?”

“Is it a Fian thing?”

His face melted into a smile. “Perhaps a little bit of it, yes, but most Fians aren’t nearly as good at it as we are.” With a flutter in her heart, Yalena waited patiently for him to confirm. “It’s a Troian thing.”
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Chapter 31. Proof of Blood
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After what felt to Yalena like a second of sound sleep, Alec nudged her awake. She rubbed her eyes blearily.

“Wake up, sleepyhead,” he said. “Stanley came by to brief me on your plan. We’ve got to go.”

Yalena twisted and stretched out in bed for another moment, but then she jumped up, energized by the idea of trying to get the alien ship open. She wasn’t sure if Stanley had told Alec the specifics of that, but it didn’t matter. Perhaps it was a genius idea. Perhaps it was a foolish or dangerous one. The only way to know for sure was to test it out.

She got dressed in a hurry and packed her things in a small backpack that Alec had already stuffed almost full of his own borrowed clothing.

Out of the resistance quarters, the break of dawn brought crisp, humid air and a purplish sky, still illuminated by a few sparkling stars and the silhouette of the ice moon. A few rugged transporters were already lined up on the street. The Fian rebels loaded bags and ammunition onto the trucks.

The vibe made Yalena aware of Natalia coming up behind her. When she turned around, Blaine was by Natalia’s side. Their conversation halted when they saw Yalena.

“What kind of a suicide mission are you leading us on now?” Natalia asked.

Yalena flashed a smile at Blaine. “How are you surviving the bite of her sarcasm?”

“Surviving it?” he mocked. “I revel in it.”

As a response, Natalia extended a punch that landed on his shoulder.

“Ouch.” He tilted his head her way. “I didn’t see that one coming.”

“That’s because I didn’t have to think about it.” Natalia shrugged. “I don’t plan when I punch you anymore. I just do.”

Yalena snickered. “It’s usually called for.”

Stanley waved them over. He was already sitting in the driver’s seat of the first transporter in the line. Yalena rushed to get in the front seat, while Alec, Blaine and Natalia squeezed into the back. Alec munched on dry supplies from his human rations, while Blaine distributed sweet banana-like fruits to the rest. They were a shade of orange and tasted like banana mixed with peanut butter.

“Not half bad,” Yalena said. Even Natalia had to agree.

When they got to the caves, Stanley instructed the Fians to split up in teams. “We need to check the integrity of the surface and the caves. If we manage to open the ship, we’ll also have to get it out from under there. Spread out and test the terrain. As I understand it, we have a STAR Academy science officer with us.”

He regarded Natalia with something akin to pride. She perked up, a small smile blooming on her lips. Blaine eyed her with a bounce of his eyebrows.

“I trust you to follow Natalia’s guidance,” Stanley said. “She’ll have a lot to teach us. Now, go, spread out.”

Everyone nodded and moved swiftly at his command. It made Yalena feel closer to her father. Leadership was something they shared, and it made her smile.

Then, Stanley beckoned to Yalena and Alec to follow him into the caves. Yalena slipped a few times but always regained her balance. She wasn’t as cautious as she’d been the first time. The nervous energy borne from testing out another one of her crazy theories buzzed inside her.

They halted in front of the round sensor, bathed in a faint glow.

“Here we go,” Yalena said. She double-checked what she thought was the character for Novofex on Stanley’s tablet. “Are you ready?”

Stanley handed her a small med kit, probably one of the few they had been holding at the resistance. Yalena unzipped the bag. She found the alcohol solution and poured a little over some bandages in her hand. Sanitizing Stanley’s palm was the first time she felt truly nervous about this.

“What exactly is going on?” Alec’s bushy eyebrows drew close together. “You said you knew how to open this?”

“We have a hunch,” Stanley said. Then he turned to Yalena. “Don’t be nervous. I’ve endured much worse.”

“That’s not exactly comforting.” She squirmed at the thought.

Stanley’s limp came to mind, but Yalena didn’t let it distract her. She trusted herself enough to make a clean cut that would heal well. The skills she’d picked up at the Moon clinic came into use now and again. She fished the scalpel out of the med kit.

“Whoa,” Alec yelped.

Yalena took a calming breath to steady her grip. Stanley offered her his hand. She pricked his finger, enough to make him bleed. He didn’t even flinch. Neither did she pick up on any pain through the vibe. When she looked up at his eyes, she sensed he was going through all the trouble of erecting a wall around his vibe for her sake. He had a look of sympathy, more than pain.

Yalena put pressure on the wound with clean bandages. They were soon soaked in dark purple blood that triggered a very unpleasant memory of Robin on the ice moon, but she couldn’t let the image linger. Yalena replaced the bandages and guided Stanley’s other hand to put pressure on the cut. Then, she brought the blood-soaked bandages closer to the sensor.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Alec whispered.

Yalena didn’t pay attention to how odd this must seem to him. It had to work. A race of aliens so intelligent and so obsessed with Novofex had to value it above anything else. Novofex was like an entrance ticket.

Humid, thick air coming through her slightly open lips, Yalena touched the bandages to the sensor, bloodied end first. It glowed stronger, but it didn’t change from its blue hue, nor did any doors open. Intuition screaming at her to try her last idea, Yalena moved the bandages, leaving a bloodied trail behind. She formed the lines of the Novofex symbol as best she could.

The popping sound of an airtight container opening startled her. A light creeping from inside the corpus cut through the gloom of the cave.

Stanley approached the crack in the corpus first. “Stand behind me.”

Even an experienced Fian like him couldn’t keep a cap on his emotions through the vibe now. Yalena felt awe and caution and jubilation and wonder all at once. Stanley dug with his fingertips into the crack of light. Pushing with a grunt, he managed to get the panel open wide enough for them to walk in.

Yalena peeked from behind Stanley into what looked like a decompression corridor. On both sides hung bizarre exo suits. They seemed to be made of a reflective gray-green metallic fabric—like tiny honeycomb pieces woven together. This was the kind of exo suit Yalena expected would fit whoever was meant to wear it like a glove. Judging by the dimensions of the suit, that would be someone at least two heads taller than Yalena and about half as thin.

Stanley stepped through the entrance into the corridor. He sought for a panel by the next door, but the gate split open on its own, revealing the corpus. The hull was bathed in mellow amber light, coming in waves from a round, glowing core on the floor. As the core pulsed, the room darkened and then glowed. Darkened and glowed.

Alec made a low whistle. “It’s a thermal energy source.”

Feeling the thump of her heart at her temples, Yalena forced herself to make a sound. “Does that mean the ship can fly? It’s been here for three hundred years.”

“That’s why thermal energy is such a great solution,” Alec said. “If it’s stable in the core. It could be accessed at any time.”

“Wait here,” Stanley warned. He headed down a corridor on the other side of the corpus.

Yalena took a step after him, but Alec caught her hand and pulled her back. “If someone is still here, they’d be happier to see Stanley than us.”

His whispered warning stilled her for a second, but internally, it felt as if each of her organs was having its own panic attack. Yalena could only imagine how that transmitted through the vibe. And then the worst thought hit her. The memory of the raptors made her want to retch.

“Alec.” Still holding his hand, she tugged it down. “These aliens must have the vibe, too.”

“So, does that mean Novofex gives the vibe?”

Yalena was too stunned to nod. “What if it doesn’t stop them from killing? The Fians can’t manage the vibe well enough to kill each other, but the raptors could.”

“You can’t know that,” Alec said. “They hunted us—humans.”

Yalena pursed her lips. “And me, and I was barely able to slow them down.”

Panic closed her throat. What if Felix had been right? What if these aliens thought themselves superior overlords, deciding which creatures in the universe got to live and not caring if they ended up wiping out the rest by planting Novofex on their planets?

Stanley’s steps sounded in hurried thumps. “Are you all right? Your vibe...”

Yalena’s face flushed. “Sorry.” She swallowed. “I panicked.”

Stanley gave her shoulder a quick squeeze. “This place is empty.”

Yalena rolled her shoulders back like she needed to shake off the jitters. Then, the next breaths came in slower, calmer.

“There’s a small lab, and a storage unit that’s entirely empty,” Stanley said. “We could equip it with mats and bedding. There should be enough space for everyone we’ve got with us.”

“That’d be great if we were facing a housing problem,” Alec mocked.

“He’s right,” Yalena said, turning to Stanley. “Getting in is good. Getting away is better.”

“Well,” Stanley dragged out with a smile. “That’s where you come in.” He clapped a hand on Alec’s back.

Yalena swooned. There was no way she could help it. Her father recognizing Alec as the perfect fit for the job was everything.

He must have not truly believed he’d have to do this when Yalena had asked him the night before, because Alec blanched, excitement draining from his expression. “You mean me? To fly this thing?”

Yalena beamed at him. “You are the best pilot at STAR Academy, possibly the near worlds.”

“I can’t,” he said. His hands made an exaggerated gesture Yalena had never seen before. “It’s an alien spaceship.”

“You can figure it out. You’re a natural.” They’d been together so long, it felt silly to bat her eyelashes quite so energetically at him. “Don’t you want to figure out how it works?”

As soon as she’d said it, Yalena knew she’d turned things around.

Alec paused to mull it over. “Aren’t you the devil?” His grin returned at last.

He walked past the energy core and stood in the spot where the pilot seat would be in a similar human ship.

“It would be nice if there was a chair.” Alec’s bushy eyebrows were raised high on his forehead. “Or controls.”

Yalena scanned the smooth walls. There had to be more, but apart from the two sensors by the doors, she hadn’t seen anything to indicate this was in fact a spaceship and not a mobile room.

After another moment of silently searching, Stanley beckoned for Yalena to follow him out of the corridor they’d entered from.

“I need to check on the tests above ground,” he said. “We have to find a way to unearth this thing.”

The muscles on Yalena’s face tightened. “How? We don’t have any equipment, do we?”

“We have explosives,” Stanley whispered. “We can break the integrity of the caves leading down here. The ship should be strong enough to emerge.”

Yalena didn’t like the sound of that and she must have transmitted it through the vibe.

“Don’t worry.” Stanley stroked her cheek. “Stay with him and try to get the engine roaring.”

Yalena doubted the flawless alien machine without any controls would roar, but she nodded.

Stanley handed her a small communication device. It had only two buttons—to start and stop transmission. “Take this. Radio over when you figure it out.”

Yalena took the device. “What makes you think we will?”

Stanley smiled. “You’ve got the best pilot in the universe at your disposal.”

“That we know of,” Yalena said, thinking of the hive engineers.

“That we know of,” Stanley repeated. Then, he turned around and disappeared up the faintly illuminated tunnel to the surface.

Yalena returned to the alien ship. The slow pulse of the core was starting to irritate her eyes.

“Any luck?” she asked Alec.

“Of course not.” Alec ran his hand down the floor panel, then jumped back up from a crouching position. “It’s like it’s all one piece. No hinges. No gaps. No sign of where they hide the equipment.”

He was right. The ship was one smooth, hollow shell, bathed in the glow of the core. Yalena walked closer to the sphere. It strained her eyes to watch it pulse with light. If she were to close her eyes now, she’d see that sphere burned into the blackness. But she didn’t twitch. She didn’t blink. Her eyes grew watery, but she could finally distinguish something. A little round circle on the core faced the ceiling. Rimmed by the faintest, hair-thin hinge, it reminded Yalena of a miniature version of the sensor that opened the ship.

“My, my, how do they keep any blood in their bodies with all the sensors?” Yalena’s face contorted with disgust. It wasn’t exactly sanitary to request blood at every turn.

“What?” Alec asked, nonplussed, but Yalena thought she’d best demonstrate what she’d discovered.

She was still holding the bandage with Stanley’s blood on it. Not daring to blink and lose sight of the sensor, she brought the bandage closer and pressed it against the core. The entire hull flooded with faint blue-purple light.

Yalena spun around to take it all in and gasped. A hundred-and-eighty degrees curved holo screen had appeared around Alec. Wide and translucent, it was blinking in different colors, showing unfamiliar signs.

Its glow reflected in Alec’s eager eyes. “This is wicked.”

He’d been rooted in place in front of the screen by light beams that looked like force field tentacles. Falling from the ceiling like lianas in a jungle, the electric blue beams wrapped around his body and connected to the floor. It was a customized secure seat.

Yalena stared at the sight wide-eyed. “How does it feel?”

Alec relaxed himself into a sitting position and the force field tentacles adjusted around him.

“It’s stable,” he said in awe. “This has got to be the best way to keep a pilot safe. I bet if there’s a crash, these things form an entire force field around the pilot for protection. And once the crash is over, they might retract, leaving you free to move and get out fast. No chance of any heavy equipment pinning you down. This is great.”

He motioned for Yalena to join him. It was the weirdest feeling. When Yalena stepped closer, new tentacles of electric light swirled around her body. They didn’t pin her down yet, waiting for her to get in position next to Alec. Then she felt them press against her. She lowered herself as if to sit, and to her surprise the forcefield was stable. She tried to relax, but it wasn’t easy. It was like sitting in a translucent chair, no matter how comfy.

Yalena’s smile of excitement faded when she focused on the curved holo screen. The symbols on it didn’t seem any more intelligible than the ones on the door sensor. She doubted blood would magically help them fly this ship. Novofex was the key that got them in, but it wasn’t enough.

Leaving Alec to study the writings on the screen, Yalena radioed back to Stanley. “How’s it going up there?”

“All under control,” Stanley said. “Your friend Natalia seems excited to blow up stuff.”

“I’m not surprised.” Yalena almost smiled. “We were able to trigger the pilot station, but we’re still not sure how to fly this thing.”

“Speak for yourself,” Alec interrupted. His eyes had that hunting look he got when he was seeing past the obvious.

Stanley laughed on the radio. “We’re in position. Tell us when you’re ready and we’ll reduce the rocks to rubble.”

Yalena turned sideways to Alec. His lips were moving as if he were muttering to himself, but no sound came out.

“That’s the core’s charge.” He pointed at a golden circle that seemed about ninety per cent full. Then he guided her through the rest of the screen. “That’s the engine and life support status. It’s all pretty intuitive.”

Yalena fought a grimace when he reached out to the screen and tapped it. Graphs and signs rearranged and danced in front of their eyes. Between their seats and the screen, a forcefield of light looking like a holo joystick reached out to Alec.

He grabbed it and flashed a smile to Yalena. “Here we go.”

Yalena’s trembling fingers found the radio buttons. “Blow up the cave. Now.”

“On it,” Stanley said, and excited chatter died out in the background as the connection was interrupted.

“Let’s get the hell off this world,” Alec said.

Yalena took a deep breath, but it was strangled out of her when the hull shook.

With purely intuitive movements, Alec was bringing the ship to life. The cave around them cracked as small pieces around the ship were reduced to dust. It all must have been forming around the ship for years after the hive engineers had left.

Loud booms echoed through the cave. Everything shook violently, and Yalena couldn’t tell if it was the cave coming undone, or the ship responding to the slightest tremble in Alec’s hand.

Alec’s grip tightened around the forcefield joystick. Slowly, he pulled it upward. Outside, red sand stormed down like water in a flood. When the ship wavered, Yalena’s eyes shot to Alec, but he wasn’t losing control of it. He was nudging upward, first one side, then the other. Bit by bit, letting the sand fill the gap below and lighten the load on top of the ship.

It worked. Centimeter by centimeter, the alien ship was crawling up, like a giant that had been buried alive, waking up at last. Through dust and sand running down the sides of the ship, Yalena could finally distinguish vegetation.

“Woohoo!” Alec shouted.

Yalena wished someone crazy about flying, like Heidi or Cooper or Dave, had been there to witness this too.

Then, the nose of the vehicle poked up, letting all residual sand and soil on the ship’s surface slide down its back. Yalena fought a wave of nausea. “Can you land it?”

“Land it?” Alec laughed wholeheartedly. “I’m taking it for a spin first.”

“Holy stars,” Yalena squealed as the ship built up momentum and dashed ahead at gut-wrenching speed.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 32. Engineered Chance
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When Alec finally landed the Sleeping Giant, as they officially named the ship, Yalena was maxed out on holding her breath from his crazy stunts in the air. Alec laughed as they opened the gate from the inside and were met with at least two dozen stunned Fian faces.

Stanley looked proud; the vibe transmitted that even more clearly. Blaine hurried to give Alec’s shoulder a violent shake that seemed to be a celebratory gesture. Even Natalia couldn’t suppress a smile—although that might have been satisfaction from having blown up the cave.

“Load it up, boys,” Stanley shouted to the rest of the group, then came toward the little circle Yalena, Alec, Natalia and Blaine had formed. “Can I steal you all for a second?”

Yalena felt on edge at once.

“What’s wrong?” Blaine asked. Apparently, Yalena wasn’t the only one who’d picked up on his tone.

In her peripheral vision, she saw Natalia frown as she tried to detect the emotion in his vibe.

Stanley’s deep breath was a resignation. “I don’t mean to spoil the victory here, but we have an important decision to make.”

The sticky humid air turned into cold sweat on Yalena’s forehead. “I don’t get it,” she said. “We needed a ship. Now we have it. This is all we’ve been asking for.”

Stanley blanched as much as that was possible, given his deep coloring. “That’s right—we have a ship. Now the question becomes, where do we fly it to?”

Yalena fought the urge to snort—something about Stanley was making her want to act mature.

“To Earth,” she said. “To the near worlds to stop Felix and save Alec.”

“Can we?” Natalia asked in a low croak. “Stop him, I mean. This is not a huge army.” She threw Blaine a quick glance. “No offense.”

“This is ridiculous,” Yalena snapped. “There’s no choice to make. It doesn’t matter that we’re not a big army, we have to go and help. It’s what we do.”

Stanley scratched his stubble with a calculating expression. “What if we could get more help?”

Yalena frowned slightly. “Unless you know how the set the raptors on Felix, I don’t think we’ve got any help available.”

Stanley fixed her with a long, meaningful stare. “The helpers I have in mind are not here. Not yet. But they’re coming.”

Everything slowed down. Yalena felt a lump in her throat as her mind raced. The hive engineers returned roughly every three hundred years to monitor life on Nova Fia. The Sleeping Giant had been buried for three hundred years.

Yalena jerked her head back. “The hive engineers are coming now?”

“Within a week, according to our best calculations,” Stanley said.

“We don’t exactly have a week to wait around.” Alec was trying to mask the tremble in the word ‘we’. It was he who wouldn’t last that long.

“I’m not suggesting we wait around for them,” Stanley said. “I say we go find them first.”

A tremble went through Yalena, but she couldn’t say a word.

Stanley must have interpreted it as indecisiveness, so he went on. “The way we opened the ship confirms it. They want any species intelligent enough to find the ship to get back to them.”

“But how do we even find them?” Yalena felt the need to reject this. Not for herself, but for Alec.

“Engineered chance, we call it,” Stanley said.

Natalia pouted at the sound of that. “You’ve calculated where they’d be?”

“It’s a complex model developed by the Troian and Morgan founding families over the years,” Blaine explained.

“And they didn’t invite you because you’re not sharp enough to get it, huh?” Natalia teased him.

Blaine continued without even glancing at her, although his jaw set as he struggled to contain what must have been one of his signature retorts. “The wormhole leading to your solar system isn’t the only one of its kind. There’s another.”

It felt like a sweep of wet hair had slapped Yalena across the face. “What?”

“It’s at the end of our solar system,” Stanley said. “It was only discovered years after Fia Jones’ mission. A party sent to examine it only traveled through it and back once.” At the unanswered question on their faces, he continued. “We didn’t have enough ships. Ours are slow and ancient and we didn’t have the industry to build many more.”

“Besides,” Blaine said. “The focus was on monitoring the link to the near worlds for any further ships coming to expose us.”

“Where does it lead?” Alec asked. “The other wormhole.”

“Another solar system. Unpopulated,” Stanley said. “None of the worlds there could support life, but my theory is that the hive engineers may be terraforming some of those worlds. It’s a long process.”

“So...” Yalena tried to piece together a coherent theory. “How can we be sure the hive engineers will be there?”

Stanley sighed. “I believe they’re terraforming multiple worlds and checking on them in a very systematic manner. Solar system by solar system. In and out.”

“Wait a minute...” Alec bobbed his head up like he’d had a sudden realization. “You’re not saying...these hive engineers made the wormholes?”

Yalena felt her jaw loosening in awe. That was it. “One in and one out.”

“Exactly,” Stanley said. “It’s a tunnel of wormholes. A route to complete.” He studied Yalena’s face before continuing. “When I met your mother, I was in your solar system, searching for another wormhole to prove this theory.”

“You never found it, right?” Alec asked.

Stanley shook his head. “I searched for years, but there was nothing.”

“Great,” Natalia said. “We’re the end of the alien metro line.”

Yalena rolled her eyes at her, then turned back to her father. “What does that mean?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Stanley was brooding in a way that reminded Yalena of Eric, despite there being no physical resemblance between the two. “It goes back to the divide between Felix’s beliefs and mine. I believe the hive engineers studied the human world from afar and decided to let it be. Not to interfere. Felix believes they left that wormhole to Earth open for next time. He thinks once they discover Earth, they’ll terraform it to their own perception of ‘terra’.”

“He thinks they’ll release Novofex on Earth,” Yalena said.

“That’s why Felix is out there on this insane mission of his.” Stanley looked deeply into Yalena’s eyes. “The only way to truly stop him is to find the hive engineers and have them stop him. Show him he’s been on the wrong side of things this entire time.”

“That’s assuming you’re right.” A frown had settled on Natalia’s face, so deep she looked like she was fighting a sneeze.

“It’s a gamble,” Stanley said. “But one way or another, we need to know what the hive engineers see when they look at Earth. If we don’t, we’ll only really know their motives when they eventually arrive there.”

Everyone stayed quiet for a second. Yalena dreaded looking sideways at Alec, even though she felt his gaze on her, burning. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to go. The Sleeping Giant was supposed to be Alec’s ticket home. The way to save him. Now, even though they’d dug out the ship, she felt Alec’s safe return was being bartered for another shot in the dark.

“This isn’t an easy choice, but we only have one ship,” Stanley said. “If we use it to go to Earth, it will save Alec, and we’ll come to help the near worlds as soon as possible, but...”

“But then the hive engineers will come,” Blaine said. “They’ll find out that Nova Fia has been populated. The hive has captured a new swarm. Our armies gone. Our residents alone, not knowing what the aliens want.”

Yalena was starting to feel backed into a corner. “Unless we intercept them first.”

Stanley nodded. “Unless we figure out what they want. If I’ve been right about them, we can take them to Earth to help us fight Felix.”

The seconds trickled by without a sound. Then, Yalena felt the gentle touch of Alec’s hand around hers. He tugged lightly, making her face him. The gentle breeze ruffled her hair, which was curlier than usual in the humidity.

“It’s your call,” he said.

It was a simple sentence—something Yalena usually liked hearing, but this time, it left a scorching trail in her lungs as she breathed. “And what if we can’t find them? What if we lose days searching and we can’t get you back to Earth in time?”

Alec’s throat bobbed slightly, but his voice remained calm. “You’ve seen the crazy tech they have. When we find them, they’ll get us back quickly.”

It was wishful thinking and, by the look they shared, Yalena could tell they both knew it. But the gravity of the conflict had reached a level Yalena wasn’t sure any of them could influence much on their own. If they had outside help, it was going to change everything. Save everyone.

She felt her face redden and burn under everyone’s gazes. “Let’s go find the hive engineers.”

* * *
[image: image]


THE REBELS SETTLED into what Stanley had called the storage compartment. Upon closer investigation, they’d found a sensor there, which released more forcefield planes when it was triggered. The Fians constructed benches and tables from them until the place glowed like an odd alien disco.

In the pilot hull, Yalena and Natalia flanked Alec in their weird seats, while Stanley and Blaine sat behind them.

Alec had managed to zoom into a holo model of the Fian solar system. With Stanley’s guidance, he found the two marks signifying the wormholes—lines spiraling inward until they made you dizzy.

“Mate, are you sure you’re all right to take the Giant to space?” Blaine said, hands tightening around the glowing forcefield keeping him in place.

“Careful Blaine, vibe or no vibe, I’d say you’re getting nervous,” Alec teased back.

Alec’s hands strained until the veins at his wrist became well-defined. The Sleeping Giant swayed upward. Whatever energy it used to fly, the feel of it was quite different from the anti-matter engines Yalena was used to. It was more like a hovering motion than rocketing toward the skies.

The midday sun shone into Yalena’s eyes as Alec drove the Giant upward. He must have figured out how to speed up on it. The others applauded as a familiar pull behind her navel made Yalena feel safe, albeit not perfectly comfortable.

The red-blue surface of Nova Fia was thrown into the distance and obscured by scattered clouds.

The rest of the trip took them about six hours, during which Natalia insisted Alec teach her how to fill in for him. She even got to pilot for a brief twenty minutes. Yalena grinned, noticing out of the corner of her eye the close attention Blaine payed to Natalia, but she said nothing.

Traveling through the wormhole gave Yalena a powerful flashback. Last time, she’d had Eric and his crew by her side. In the mad rush of action—battling for survival on three planets, losing almost everyone on her crew, suffering enough shocks to last her a lifetime, discovering her father, Alec’s weakening condition and an alien race—she’d barely had time to think of Eric. The realization made her ache inside, but only for a moment. Eric had to be worried about them, but she knew he’d never lose faith in her. He’d know she’d be doing everything to help him win the battle for Earth. And she was doing exactly that.

The new solar system was formed around a neutron star. Its faint blue glow was breathtaking. The wormhole had let them out between the second and third planet of five. They were busy marveling at the new surroundings when the Giant let out a sudden, loud noise, like an elephant blowing through its trunk.

The holo screen in front of them shifted and split into two. The left-hand side showed a view of the new solar system with two dots glowing bright green. The right-hand panel was filled with lines and lines of unfamiliar symbols. Writing.

“Well.” Alec’s jaw tightened. “I’d say they’ve found us.”
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Chapter 33. The Scout
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Yalena stayed, transfixed, in the blaring corpus. It was bathed in a pulsating purple hue, which sharpened and dimmed in sync with the alarm. Then, it died as suddenly as it had erupted.

Yalena leaned closer to the holo screen, but the foreign symbols on it offered no explanation. “What happened?”

Alec pointed at a tiny dot, which was now slowly moving toward their ship. “They’re coming.”

Despite the clear understanding that this was what they’d come here for, Yalena couldn’t help but shudder. The tall, thin and scaly exposure suits popped into her mind. Whoever was meant to wear them couldn’t be so different from a human, could they? Two legs, two arms, a body and a head. A parallel evolution, coming to them from somewhere in the vast cosmos.

Alec interrupted her thoughts with a low whistle. “They’re fast.” His eyes were fixed on the shifting position of the dot that marked the alien ship.

“I don’t expect there to be many of them,” Stanley said. “Not with the number of worlds they’re probably monitoring.”

After a pause, Yalena felt him reaching out to calm her through the vibe. She’d completely forgotten to keep at least a modest defense up, and all her nerves had sprayed out. “What do we do? How do we communicate with them?”

Stanley expelled a deep breath. Although his vibe exuded confidence, a line between his eyebrows deepened. “We’ll have to be visual. Blaine, Natalia, pull images and current positions of Nova Fia and Earth.”

Yalena’s heart swelled with a pleasant, although unexpected, feeling of familiarity. She recognized herself in Stanley, in the way he took charge. Norma had been a rebel in her way, but also a follower. Stanley was a true leader.

Yalena tried to visualize possible ways to explain to these aliens what Felix wanted to do on Earth, but all the while, the not-so-quiet voice of doubt whispered to her. What if the aliens agreed with Felix?

When the ship came into view, Yalena gaped. It was much smaller than she’d expected, almost like a Bluedrop.

“It’s a lone scout,” Stanley said.

The small ship came to a halt, positioned at their side. Then, a bright light flared through the corpus.

“I think we’re meant to let him in.” Stanley sounded as calm as usual.

Alec flipped through different sections of the screen until a blueprint of the ship slid into view. A panel on the side was blinking yellow. Alec looked around until he got a “go on” from Stanley, and then he clicked on it. The small ship fit snugly into that opening.

As if on command, they all stood up and whirled around to keep the corridor in view.

“Fians at the front,” Stanley hissed to his men, who pushed Alec and Yalena to the back. Blaine gathered Natalia with one arm, as if to hide her behind his back.

“Hey,” she protested. “I’m Fian, remember?”

“I haven’t forgotten,” he said without the usual smirk. “But your vibe is so strong, it might actually knock someone out. Get a hold of it.”

Natalia opened her mouth to argue back, but the sound of a sliding panel silenced the whole crew. Yalena stood on tiptoe to get a view from behind Stanley and Blaine.

Bathed in the yellow glow of the ship appeared the silhouette of a creature as thin and bony as a bug’s exoskeleton. It stood frozen at the doorframe for a long moment, light shining from behind it, making their eyes strain. Yalena tried to wall up her vibe, but any defense crumbled with the loud thumps of her heart.

Unstably, the alien took a step forward, like its fragile waist would break. It was wearing an exo suit like the ones Yalena had seen. Even if she’d been right about the creature having two hands and two legs, Yalena could now not imagine anything further from a human.

Each step the alien took sounded like nails on a tin roof. The ends of the exo suit had stretched to cover what Yalena assumed were two thick toes, with curled nails at the ends, like bird feet. Its body and limbs seemed to be made of lean muscle, arms falling long at its sides. A thin neck supported its triangular head. Taller than any of them, the creature towered, looking down at them with wet black eyes—oblong and deep, like that of a praying mantis. In place of a nose, it had two small slits above a thin mouth.

Yalena’s heart leapt as it dawned on her. It was breathing their air. Or they were breathing its air. Her hand slipped into Alec’s, and he gave her a little squeeze.

The alien made a garbled, throaty sequence of sounds, which Yalena was too stunned to attempt to decipher. Stanley tilted his head a little to the side as if deep in thought. It made Yalena nervous not to be able to feel anything from his vibe. It was as if he and the alien were measuring each other up in a silent staring contest. Then, the creature grasped Stanley’s hand in one quick sweep, a grip fast and strong enough to break bones. Yalena sucked in a sudden breath, her heart clenched into a fist.

Stanley let the alien pull his hand up. It seemed to give it a whiff. Scaly eyelids closed over its bottomless eyes and slowly opened again. The creature lifted its other hand, three bony claws hovering over Stanley’s palm. Achingly slow, it dragged a nail over Stanley’s skin until it drew blood. Yalena’s world was spinning, as panic dimmed all reason out of her. Felix had been right, and she’d pay for not listening to him by watching this vile creature bleed her father out.

“No!” she screamed, pushing Blaine and one of the others apart.

It was a stupid, stubborn gesture—the last thing Stanley would see. The scales of the exo suit shimmered in emerald green up close, as the alien turned to her. It didn’t let go of Stanley though. Instead, it brought that sickeningly sharp nail to its little mouth and tasted the blood. Yalena belched in horror.

The long eyelids covered the alien’s eyes again in a slow blink, then it let go of Stanley’s hand. And turned on Yalena. Once its eyes, black as the abyss of space, locked in on her, the vibe punched the air out of Yalena’s lungs. Blaine’s mastery of the vibe was nothing, nothing compared to this. She felt it like a razor-sharp blade, piercing through her defenses with the force of sheer determination. As hard as she tried, Yalena couldn’t get a read on the alien’s intentions. It was as if she was back on the ice moon, captured by the clones, desperately trying to use her vibe on them. It hadn’t worked then, and it didn’t work now.

“Don’t fight it, Yalena.” Stanley’s voice barely registered through the haze of the alien vibe.

The black eyes left her only for a second, as if to scan the room, then they focused back on her. It knew.

Yalena shuddered. “It knows I’m different.”

“Stay calm,” Stanley said. “It’s trying to understand.”

The claws rose through the air, but the alien didn’t grasp Yalena like it had Stanley. Instead, it was pointing. Yalena’s eyes traced a trajectory from the scaly three-fingered hand to Alec. She willed her vibe to transmit a message to the alien. He’s one of us. He’s one of us.

Alec stepped out of the crowd of Fians, shoulders squared. Yalena desperately wanted to scream at him to stand back, but the pressure on her chest hardly allowed her to breathe, let alone speak.

The alien tilted its angular head from one side to the other, much like a dog would, but not nearly as welcoming. Instead of grabbing him, like it had Stanley, the alien flipped its hand upside down, opening its palm. And it waited. For the first time since the creature had come into view, Yalena saw it as something intelligent, gentle even.

Despite the tiny beads of sweat covering his hairline, Alec reached out and placed his open palm into the creature’s hand. “There’s got to be a more hygienic way to do this.”

The alien hunched down, its head bobbing up and down as if to nod, but Yalena attributed that to her own mind, humanizing the super-sized bug in front of her. The sharp nail barely pierced Alec’s hand. The alien stared with something akin to fascination at the red blood, so different from the darker, purple Fian blood. But instead of placing its deformed finger into its mouth like a toddler, the alien opened a little scanner on its wrist and touched its claw there, leaving a droplet of blood behind. A glass lid lifted and closed over the little droplet of Alec’s blood. The little device shone in a bright blue and green hue, before settling into a mellow orange.

The alien sized Alec up again, as if understanding, but Yalena doubted how much could be conveyed by a shining light alone. “I think we need to show it where we’re from.”

Stanley walked over to the holo screen first. Hesitantly, the alien let go of Alec and, scratching the aluminum floor with its scaly feet, followed him. Stanley flipped through the model of the Fian solar system and pointed at Nova Fia.

“That’s where we’re from,” he said, although it sounded silly to address a creature which surely had no idea what the words meant.

Yalena might have imagined it, but she thought she could sense understanding through the vibe, approval even. The alien pointed a claw at Alec and another at Stanley, then brought them close together until they touched. Yalena could feel the question behind it, perhaps even more clearly than Stanley and the Fians did.

“I think he’s asking if humans came to Nova Fia and became Fians,” she said, startling the rest, who didn’t seem to have caught that through the vibe yet.

For the first time, she wasn’t the least bit scared in the presence of this odd creature. Sure, it was scaly and silent, and those claws were more than a little intimidating, but she could sense him—or at least she thought it was a him. The vibe let them communicate.

She tried to channel that, sending a thought at him, hoping he could read her mind. She thought of Earth. Of evolution. Of cataclysm. Of the Migration.

The bottomless black eyes studied her, while the foreign vibe reached out, as if searching through her memories. She felt it tickle inside her mind in a way that was quite intrusive, but not too uncomfortable to endure.

Alec flipped through images on the screen until it showed the solar system and pointed at Earth. The alien did the same. Through the vibe, Yalena sensed a calm resignation. He wasn’t surprised.

“They’ve known about us,” she whispered in shock. “Their race has known of us the entire time, but they never interfered. They let us be.”

As if understanding her words, the alien stared back. That was all the confirmation Yalena needed. If this superior civilization had let humans be, through both the cataclysms that had befallen Earth and the expansion of the human race to other planets, then they weren’t to be feared.

“We need to go there,” she said, although she had the feeling that sending the thought, focusing on the image of Earth and space travel, did more than the words ever could. When the alien didn’t react, she thought it again, visualized it as best she could, and nodded to prompt a reaction.

Slowly, with an all too intelligent look in his eyes, the creature shook his head. No. It was a message so clear, it almost slammed into her mind. The shock left Yalena gaping and lowered her last defenses.

The images came flooding one after the other as if transmitted into a flickering channel inside her mind. Scaly aliens jumped off a ship through the gate onto a new world. Fire flashed all around. And blue blood. Blood drenched them as they fell. As they died.

She swayed for a second, not sure if it was a memory or a cautionary tale, but she knew what it meant.

Alec rushed to Yalena’s side to steady her. “What happened? Are you all right?”

She held onto him for balance. “He’s...inside my head. Communicating.”

By the stunned looks around her, Yalena could tell the alien wasn’t doing this to any of the others, or perhaps their stronger vibe didn’t let them be as easily influenced as she was.

“He’s not going to help us,” Yalena croaked.

“Why?” Stanley asked.

Yalena understood and didn’t at the same time. Her mind seemed to bend under the weight of these new images, of another conscience inside her head. “I think...I think they’ve done this before—revealed themselves to another species—and it didn’t end well. They got slaughtered.”

Mentally, she fed the image of the aliens falling into puddles of blue blood back at the creature. He replied with an image of a single alien. Yalena immediately knew it was a female—their Queen. She was just as scaly, but she had sharp-looking transparent wings and was golden, shimmery like a jewel.

“He gets his orders from a Queen,” Yalena said. It all started to connect inside her mind. Stanley had been right. “He’s not a soldier. He’s a scout.”

Yalena thought back to first hearing Stanley explain about the hive engineers. It made sense that the metaphor didn’t end there. This race wasn’t like humanity. They acted as one. They rooted out violence against each other with the vibe and Novofex. They didn’t have ambition, egoism or disobedience.

Although this concept was as shimmery and ideal as the picture of the golden Queen in her mind, the hope Yalena had harbored in her heart crushed to bits. “He’s not going to help us. He can’t.” She thought of Eric, left on his own to fend off Felix. She thought of everything she, Alec and Natalia had been through to get here. To fetch help. And it had been a fool’s errand.

“What do we do now?” Alec asked.

Yalena felt a tremble pass through her like an icy mist. “Now, we go to Earth to face Felix alone.”
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Chapter 34. The Portal
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The hours trickled by with an awkward vibe hanging in the air. Every minute that passed by was a minute they weren’t helping Earth. Another minute of the time Yalena had bought Alec with the Earth supplies. Yalena knew it and yet it was impossible to simply load her new bug-eyed friend back onto his ship and send him off. Not when she felt a link.

He kept sending images zipping through Yalena’s mind. A purple-haze sunset. A golden river. The haze of space when you travel really fast. And always, always, the golden shimmer of the Queen’s wings. Yalena tried to string the images into a coherent story, but she was growing more and more certain it was only a history lesson, like a photo album, depicting key moments for the alien life form.

Stubbornly, Yalena schemed for a way to make the alien see how much they needed his help. But a concept like that was hard to convey in images, in fragments of her memory. Cross-legged, she sat on the cold floor until the scout followed suit, crouching into a ball as much as his tall body permitted.

“Let me see,” Yalena murmured to herself. She focused as hard as she could on Earth, on everything she knew about the Quakes. She imagined the tectonic plates shifting, earthquakes reducing cities to dust, water covering beaches and valleys. Then she thought of Farsight. The way she’d seen it on the ice moon popped into mind, but she tried to alter the image. To imagine Farsight carrying survivors through the wormhole and to Nova Fia. Then, she thought of the first-year mission. Of her human crew, crossing the wormhole and finding Nova Fia. Of Felix and the way he’d attacked her and Alec.

She wasn’t sure at which point she’d closed her eyes to visualize it all better, but she tentatively peeked at the scout again. Glossy black eyes stared back at her. Then, she felt it. His vibe reached deep into her mind, sifting through the pictures she’d shown him. It plucked out the image of Farsight hovering over the Ice Moon.

“Oh,” Yalena said. She sent him an image of Earth. “That’s where they’re going. To destroy it.”

No reaction other than a painfully slow blink. Yalena’s chest rose with frustration. This was futile effort. Time wasted, when she should let the alien go, and get back to Earth to help the fight with whatever meager resources they had. How silly it was, how silly indeed to think a lone scout of an apparently peaceful race would summon an army for them—an army big and impressive enough to knock some sense into Felix. Or defeat him.

The image of Farsight flashed into Yalena’s mind again. She groaned with irritation. “Yes, the army is going to destroy Earth. To turn it into Nova Fia.” But she had no idea how to convey that message with images. “Wait...” She sent the image back to him, but this time, she focused on the details of the ice moon. The training facility. The clones. The rows of soldiers, all wearing the same face.

“Nat?” Yalena called out. “Do you want to come over here for a second?”

“Not particularly.” Natalia sounded as sulky as usual, under a thin veil of disgust.

If the alien sensed that, it wasn’t enough to elicit a reaction from him. He simply sat in the position that had to be anything but comfortable for him.

“Don’t be annoying,” Yalena snapped. “Get over here.”

Natalia dragged her feet over, taking her time and putting in enough effort to make sure the sounds of her heavy steps betrayed her lack of enthusiasm. “What?”

“Sit down.” Yalena braced herself for the coming overreaction. “Can you try to show him some of your memories through the vibe?”

Natalia rolled her eyes dramatically. “In case you haven’t noticed, he’s not a fan of the rest of us. He’s only doing the mind-sharing thing with you.”

“Yes, but I haven’t seen what we need to show him so he can truly understand Felix’s madness.” Yalena bit her lip, unsure if she should continue. “Only you have.”

Natalia crossed her arms defensively. “I’m not showing him that. I’m not showing anyone. I’m not even going to think about it. Ever. Again.”

Yalena took Natalia’s hand and gave her what she hoped came across as a reassuring squeeze, although judging by Natalia’s frown, the effort was lost on her.

“Please,” Yalena said. “He needs to see why we have to stop Felix. He needs to understand.”

Natalia’s nostrils flared as she exhaled noisily, like a fire-breathing dragon. “How do I do this?”

Yalena smiled and turned to her scaly companion. “Erm...can you please read my friend’s mind?” she asked, as if they were sitting down for something as casual as afternoon tea. Even though the words might be lost on him, she somehow hoped he’d sense what she needed him to do.

“This is so dumb,” Natalia protested, but in a second, her expression changed. The alien’s black eyes locked on her and her lower lip fell, leaving her mouth slightly agape. She shivered occasionally, but otherwise she remained motionless and speechless.

Without warning, images flashed into Yalena’s mind, pushed by the alien straight from Natalia’s mind. Yalena’s stomach tightened like she was going to be sick. Natalia was fighting off the clones, one by one, like a madwoman, but more of them kept coming at her. They brought her to her knees, pushed her down to the ground until her face was pressed against the glossy white floor. She didn’t scream. She only murmured to herself, like a prayer.

They carried her, kicking, to a stretcher. Leather belts tightened around her limbs as she twisted madly. Yalena’s heart raced, but she couldn’t escape it, couldn’t close her eyes to the horror. It was inside her mind, like a flood she couldn’t push out. A needle dug deep into Natalia’s forearm. Purple liquid traveled through her veins as she struggled in her restraints. Her skin changed color slowly, as if bruises were blooming one after the other, covering her skin in blotches until all of it seeped into a dark shade of purple.

Yalena sucked in a breath and the images disappeared. She eyed Natalia cautiously. Her chest was rising and falling fast like it did when she was panicking, Natalia nodded as if to confirm she was all right, even though she didn’t look it. Yalena’s lips pursed as her expression grew pained. She’d failed Natalia, but she wasn’t going to fail Earth.

She glanced back at the alien. In all honesty, she was starting to get used to his unusual appearance. “That’s what they want to do,” she said, growing a little more certain that somehow, he could understand her. “To all of Earth. We need your help to stop them.”

Like entering a tunnel, blackness blotted Yalena’s vision, then the image of the golden Queen shimmered. For the first time, her lips were moving. She made raspy, crude sounds, much in contrast to her gentle appearance. It was only then that the idea crossed Yalena’s mind.

“It’s not a memory,” she said to Natalia, even though she wasn’t sure Natalia was seeing the Queen too. “They’re communicating right now.”

Yalena couldn’t explain it with physics, but she was certain that the scout was speaking to his Queen as easily as Yalena could speak to Alec, despite the light years of distance that probably separated them.

“Are they going to send an army?” Stanley asked.

Yalena tried to push for an answer, but she only heard more of the screechy language. Then, the alien jumped up to his feet, surprisingly nimble. His claws pulled out something that had been plastered onto his exo suit’s breastplate—two pieces of glass, pressed together closely to preserve a smudge of blue inside. Blood.

He touched it over the sensor on top of the glowing core and the ship sprang to life.

“Like a genetic ID card,” Yalena mumbled to herself.

The Fians assumed their previous positions, preparing for travel, letting the colored forcefield tentacles secure them in place. Somewhat reluctantly, Alec let the scout take his central seat and moved closer to Yalena.

Instead of lunging into full speed, the alien flipped through the settings until he came across the blueprint of a round shape. He selected it and, through the soft sound of mechanics clicking into place, Yalena could tell he’d pulled out that device at the front of the ship.

“What’s he doing?” Natalia asked.

“Is it a weapon?” Blaine glanced from Natalia to Yalena, probably hoping at least one of them was still receiving images from the alien’s mind. But the link had been interrupted, a channel closed.

Almost routinely, the scout pressed an array of settings and spun the round shape on the screen with the claws of his hand. A stream of light shot out into the blackness of space. Slowly, it seemed to dig into the dark matter, to form the glimmer of a hole.

Alec swore, but it was out of amazement. “He’s doing it. He’s making a wormhole.”

Yalena stared, unblinking, in front of her. She’d been on this wild ride since the day they’d discovered the signal. They had barely had time to take in the wormhole, before they had been thrown into a conflict with the Fians. Now, she finally had irrevocable proof of how it all tied together.

“Where’s he taking us?” Stanley asked.

After all the images of the golden Queen, Yalena wasn’t sure. “Home to Earth, I hope.”

Then, the ship lunged inside the purple-hued swirl.

“Not to sound ungrateful,” Natalia said with a frown. “But what about an army?”

The alien made a gesture, bringing its odd three-finger fist to his chest, as if to say he was all there was.

“Great,” Natalia said. “We wasted our time on recruiting all of one peaceful alien to fight in our war against Felix. I’m not liking our odds of success.”
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Chapter 35. Reunion
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Yalena’s knees only stopped their involuntary trembling when the ship was on the other side of the wormhole, facing the familiar green-blue shape of Earth not too far off in the distance. She let out a nervous laugh.

“See,” she tilted her head at Natalia. “As promised, back home, safe and sound.”

“I’ll save my remarks on that for after we make it through the battle,” Natalia said sulkily. However, her eyes remained glued to the view. Granted, she was probably marveling at the Moon station with its spinning disco ball sphere, or at Unifier, protected by its electric purple shield, but it was home either way.

Then, a tile of the Unifier shield caught Yalena’s eye when it turned from black to light purple.

“There,” she pointed, although unless the others had seen it too, they’d never know what she’d meant. “A ship just left Unifier.”

Yalena’s lips curled as her eyes made sense of the view. The stations of Unifier and the Moon seemed intact. They weren’t too late. Felix hadn’t spread terror across the world she’d fought so hard to protect. Not yet.

“How can we contact this ship?” Stanley asked.

Yalena’s hand flew to her hip, but she wore no holster and her Berry was long lost.

“Try this.” With a smile, Alec pulled out his Berry and unlocked it for her. Yalena took the device with a wavering hand.

Browsing through the menu, she felt an aching familiarity in her heart. She was so close to her old world again. To family. To STAR Academy. To Eric.

Her finger hovered over Eric’s contact card on the Berry screen. With a deep exhale, she pressed it.

Eric answered almost immediately. “Alec?”

“Eric?” Yalena’s voice came out strangled. In a heartbeat, she was close to tears. “It’s me.”

“Yalena?” Eric stuttered in disbelief.

A smile of relief spread across her face. “I’m with Alec and Natalia and the Fians, who oppose Felix.”

Eric seemed to feed off that positivity. “And? Where’d you get the nice ship?”

“That’s going to be hard to explain,” Yalena said, but Eric jumped back in at once.

“Try me, because we don’t have a lot of time. Farsight crash landed on Earth.”

The rest of the story followed out in a rush. Yalena tried not to dwell on the images Eric’s words evoked in her mind. Nico hunched down in the back of Jen’s Bluedrop, hands clasped over this alleged death ray device. Over a hundred Bluedrops all linked together, pushing Farsight back until its engines gave in, until the Bluedrops had no more power to fly. Chris and Josie falling to their deaths before the migration ship crashed down. Sibel floating inside the tube where Felix had been keeping her.

Each image was more horrid than the last. Eric’s tale quickly wiped away the relief of being home. Home was at the brink of destruction. Then, Eric told Yalena about the serum—the best-guess version Jen had taken as well as the final tested and approved one Jea had stocked them up with.

“You have to land behind the parameter Bako and Adeline have secured and get injected first, got it?”

“Got it,” Yalena confirmed. She didn’t even ask what Adeline was doing there. There was no time.

“Ahem,” Natalia cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, Eric, but as if that serum would work on Yalena!” Her voice was ripe with pessimism. “It wouldn’t work on any of us either.” With one thumb, Natalia pointed at Blaine and the rest of the Fians behind her.

“Of course it would. Jea confirmed the final batch is safe,” Eric insisted, but Yalena didn’t have the time to explain Natalia’s evolution into a Fian right now.

“Never mind,” Yalena said. “Can you send me the serum compound? I’ll see if anyone on board can alter it to protect Fians too.”

Eric hesitated, probably doubting anyone of the Fians would be better suited to the task than Jen had been, but he didn’t know about Yalena’s spindly new friend.

When Eric sent a file with the molecule, Yalena couldn’t fathom a model so intricate. She turned the screen toward the scout and asked with a calm voice, as if they’d been conversing flawlessly until now, “This is a serum meant to defend us from a death weapon that’s about to go off in order to stop Felix and his mad plan. Can you modify it to protect Fians?”

The alien’s black eyes stared back at her. The images that had flashed through Yalena’s mind as she’d spoken to Eric ran through it again. She must have projected her thoughts to the alien as she’d spoken.

“Lenly,” Alec said quietly. “I’m not sure he has any chance of getting that-”

But to prove him wrong, the alien rose from his seat and walked over to the other side of the corpus, sharp nails screeching against the metal floor. He placed his glass chip, the one Yalena suspected preserved a drop of his blood inside, over a spot on the wall.

Yalena narrowed her eyes to make out the faintest of lines around the scanner. “There must be a way to see those with heat vision or something.”

When the alien pulled down a panel from the ceiling—a lab table with an array of vials and beakers—Alec whistled. “I stand corrected. Look at him go.”

Then, the alien mind invaded Yalena’s head again. Uninvited, the scout sifted through until he dug out the images of Stanley and Alec.

“Alec, Dad,” Yalena said. “He needs your help.”

The soft feel of Stanley’s vibe couldn’t hide a tremble of emotion. Yalena had almost startled herself by calling him ‘Dad’, but it felt right. She gave him a small smile as he stood and rushed past her.

Alec followed suit, mumbling, “We’re right here, mate. No need to mind-invade to summon us.”

The scout drew blood from both of them, fortunately using what looked like an alien syringe this time. Yalena guessed he was doing a comparative analysis to figure out how to change the serum. While the scout busied himself, tugging and pulling at holo molecular models in front of his table, Alec got back into the pilot seat and let the straps of light secure him down.

“Let’s finish this.” Alec pulled the colorful lever toward him and the ship lurched forward, destination Earth.

On the trip down, Yalena rehashed most of what had happened to her and the others to Eric. She buzzed with nervous energy. Jen was somewhere down there, with only a preliminary version of the serum to defend her. Nico and Sibel were completely unprotected. So were all the clones. And the Fians hadn’t even poked their noses out of the high cloud of dust caused by Farsight’s crash in the desert.

“Maybe they’re hurt,” Eric said. “Or dead.”

“I wouldn’t bet on that.” Yalena’s thoughts carried her through all the times Felix had played them. Intercepting Veronica’s ship. Attacking on Mars. The trap he’d laid for the commander and Dana. “Felix has surprised us time and time again.” She stilled her leg, stopping the nervous tap. “Did Vero, Ronnie and Nicky say anything else to Jen?”

“There wasn’t time,” Eric said.

Eric looped Yalena into his channel with Jen. From Jen’s body cam, Yalena could see Nico hunched over a round device with its lid off, tinkering with the inner wiring. Jen was talking to Sibel, who wasn’t in view, probably sitting by her side.

“I got caught before I could see Felix’s entire plan for turning Earth into another Nova Fia,” Sibel said. “I know he’s used the injections on the clones, but that can’t be his plan here. He’ll have some sort of a device to disperse Novofex. You two need to be ready to activate your RWD to stop him before that.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Jen said, forcing her voice to remain calm.

Yalena struggled for a second, mouth open as if to tell them she was there, but she couldn’t bring herself to jump in.

“There might not be time to get out of range,” Sibel said.

“I don’t intend to be out of range. I intend to be the one to activate the device.” Yalena could imagine Jen’s face, as stoic as it was angelic. It reminded her of that other strength her friend always showed. Not in fighting or flying, but in never hiding in denial. Never taking the easier path, if it wouldn’t be right.

Sibel’s voice still carried disbelief. “Even if your friends don’t get us the working serum in time?”

“When we left, that serum wasn’t even ready,” Jen said. “This was always the plan.”

Her words made Yalena’s stomach feel tight, like a fist carved out of stone. She hadn’t been able to give them more time to prepare. All she’d sent was bad news. She wanted to say she was sorry, but she swallowed the words.

Then, the Berry’s screen flashed with a blast in the view from Jen’s body cam. The explosion sent the metal doors of the lab flying to the sides. Guns raised, ready to fire again, a group of Fians stormed the room.

“You didn’t think we’d leave the system without an alarm, did you Sibel?” one of them called.

Sickening bile rose deep in Yalena’s throat as she recognized the voice. It was Hayden. The man who’d captured Sibel and vowed to Yalena that she’d be next.

“She’s not alone!” another one shouted. “Human intruders!”

Blood turned to ice in Yalena’s veins. Earth was growing in front of her with every second, but she was too far away to help. Painfully far away.

Jen turned to Nico, allowing Yalena a quick glimpse of him closing the lid over the RWD. Luckily, he slipped it into his pocket before the Fians could see it.

“Bring them to me,” Felix’s voice buzzed from the comms of the strike team.

Hayden walked in. Sibel jumped ahead as if to fight him, but she was too weak. He twisted her hand behind her back and pushed her to the floor like it was nothing. Sibel grunted, and another Fian pulled her up and ushered her out.

Jen stood frozen. Perhaps she was holding her breath, aware of Eric watching this play out. Hayden reached out a hand that blacked out the body cam.

“Jen?” Yalena said with a trembling voice, but it was too late. With one last flash of light and sizzle on the line, the connection was lost.

The sounds of a fist banging against the metal desk was the only thing coming from Eric’s comms.

“Eric?” Yalena’s voice was strained. “We’re going to get them back.”

“How long until we land?” Eric asked, but it wasn’t a question meant for Yalena.

Sutton replied quickly, “About fifteen minutes. All we can do is watch through Bako’s eyes now.”

Yalena opened a holo screen to project the view Alec’s Berry was now streaming. The cloud of sand still swirled around the crash site, where Farsight had probably dug out a crater the size of a small meteorite. Through the thick cover of the grayish dust, Yalena couldn’t make out the ship, the army or any of their weapons.

“This is useless.” She felt like smacking something, but the colorful restraints holding her in place were the only option, and it wouldn’t even have an effect. “Something must be going down. We just can’t see it. Whatever Felix is planning must already be happening and we’re sitting here blind.” Her chest rose with shallow, quick breaths. “We need to get there now.”

She wasn’t sure if she’d mentally sent an image of the place to the scout or if he’d seen the holo screen himself, but when she threw a quick look back at him, his eyes weren’t fixed on the lab table anymore. With a painfully slow blink, the scout closed his eyes, and then Alec swore.

“Oh man, what the hell?” Suddenly, Alec fell silent, his eyes dancing in their sockets like he was dreaming awake. “Oh, oh that’s...holy stars.” He shook his head, as if to return to the present moment and his normal vision. “I know how to get us there fast.”

Yalena didn’t ask questions. Alec jumped into action, flicking through the holo screen settings of the ship, turning and clicking pieces into place. Only a faint hum alerted Yalena that the ship was changing, molded by the update in its settings.

Alec shot Yalena a sideways glance with a wolfish grin on his face. “I never thought I’d get to do this.”

“What exactly is this, mate?” Blaine asked from behind them.

Alec’s warm brown eyes sparkled with excitement. “Speed of light travel.”
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Chapter 36. The Crawlers
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Speed of light travel cut their trip from an hour to what felt like seconds. For such a short trip, the distortion between their time and the time that passed for everyone else on Earth was negligible. With a wicked U-turn, Alec landed the Sleeping Giant outside of the parameter that had been secured around the Fian ship. The silent engine expelled hot air, forcing the dust cloud around it to disperse. When the gate fell open, Yalena stood at the rim of the ship, sleeve to her mouth so as not to breathe in the dust.

“Eric, we’re here,” she said into Alec’s Berry.

She jumped down into the soft sand, her shoes sinking into it a little. Despite the dusty storm, her heart swelled with the feeling of being back. Back to a world she’d fought so hard to defend.

“What? How?” It was Heidi who answered and then whistled. “Some friend you’ve got on board. Can I borrow his ship sometime?”

“Stay put, we’re almost there,” Eric said over her. He sounded terse, or possibly blinded by panic about Jen being captured.

“Hold on,” Jea said. “I detect movement.”

Yalena strained her eyes against the settling dust, but she still couldn’t see anything. “Where?”

“Miles away,” Jea said, stunned. “Look at this—down by the river. It’s a Fian ship.”

“How did they manage to get all the way there?” Heidi huffed.

“Must be some sort of stealth tech of their own,” Eric said.

“We need to check it out,” Cooper said. “Heidi and I will take two Bluedrops and intercept it. The rest of you, go and inject all of our people with the defense serum.”

Yalena slipped the Berry into her back pocket. Two figures approached them, growing more defined in the swirl of dust with every step. One was tall and broad-shouldered—the posture of a Martian—but Yalena focused on the other. Red, bushy hair made the woman’s head seem bigger, especially compared to her twig-like body. Yalena wasn’t fooled though. That woman could strangle someone with her feet, while blindfolded and with her hands behind her back. And for lack of a better word, to Yalena, she was ‘Mom’.

Adeline ran toward her. “Yalena?”

They crashed into an embrace. Adeline pulled out of it, lifting Yalena’s chin in both her hands. “Are you all right? I was so worried.”

“Me too.” The truth of that statement ached in Yalena’s chest. She’d been so obsessed with getting here, but now, more than ever, she couldn’t ignore all she stood to lose if they failed to stop Felix.

Yalena reveled for a moment in the loving look in Adeline’s green eyes before they widened in shock.

“Oh.” Adeline showed a very rare lapse in her ability to speak. “Are they...?”

“Fians, yes.” Yalena threw a quick glance behind her, where Stanley stepped away from the group and approached them. “Ade...this is Stanley. My father.”

Stanley took Adeline’s milky hand into both of his gently. “I always wondered what happened to my daughter. How she grew up and who got to watch her do it. From what she’s told me, I think she lucked out. Thank you for being there when I couldn’t. Thank you for helping her grow into the fierce young woman we know. Thank you forever.”

Adeline’s cheeks flushed pink at the unexpected kindness. “I take it you’re on our side.”

That’s Ade, Yalena thought. Always suspicious.

Yalena let Ade grill Stanley, knowing there’d be no way to prevent it, and she approached Bako instead. He was greeting Alec, hands clasped as the Martians leaned in and, at the same time, gave each other a quick pat on the back.

“You’re alive,” Bako said to Alec.

“It’s not so easy getting rid of me.” Although Alec was laughing, Yalena couldn’t help a sigh of relief. He wouldn’t have lasted too long back on Nova Fia or on the Sleeping Giant. Bringing him home let her heart touch that elusive feeling of safety at least for a moment.

Then, she walked away from them, marching into the cloud of dust.

“You might not want to get too close,” Bako called after her. “In case the RWD goes off.”

Yalena coughed away the dust sticking to the back of her throat. Conscious of someone standing beside her, she turned around.

Alec slipped his hand into hers. “We’re going to get them back.” It sounded like a vow he was making to himself, rather than an attempt to console her. Yalena gave his hand a squeeze, but she was lost for words.

Then, from the gray cloud, only pierced by rays of sunshine here and there, a familiar voice said, “Don’t shoot.”

Yalena’s sharp intake of air sent her into another coughing fit. She fought to recover, tugging the sleeve of her top into her palm and holding the fabric over her mouth and nose.

The figure of Veronica’s clone grew more defined with every small step she took toward them. “Yalena? It’s Vero.” She was holding a laser gun, but her fingers were off the trigger, demonstratively showing she meant no harm.

“Nobody shoot,” Yalena called back to those behind her.

The same figure, wearing the same face, popped behind Vero again and again. There were dozens of them. Hundreds, or perhaps thousands. Their guns remained held up, ready to aim.

“Do not fire,” Vero said again, and Yalena finally understood. Vero hadn’t meant it at the humans. She’d meant it at the clones. “This is not our fight. This planet...it’s full of those like us. And the masters want to turn them all into the same monsters they are. They want to do to an entire planet what has been done to dozens of us in the tests. They have no right to do this.”

“Lay down your weapons,” Yalena shouted, as loud as her hoarse throat allowed. “No harm will come to you.”

Vero threw her laser gun to the ground, where it landed in the sand with a soft thud. Yalena beckoned to her and she ran straight up to Yalena, who couldn’t help but embrace her.

“The clones need to evacuate the parameter we’ve secured around the migration ship,” Yalena said. “We don’t have enough of the serum to inject all of them. Tell them to run. Now.”

They turned back to back. Yalena found Bako and then shifted her gaze to Adeline. “The clones are like children. They know nothing of our world or the Fian world. We can’t hurt them.”

Bako and Adeline nodded, then repeated the message into their comms to their teams.

Yalena whirled around again in time to hear Vero repeat her speech to the rest of the clones, but they remained in position, guns at the ready. Too much military training would do that to them, Yalena thought. Could they even conceive of a realm of safety? Of choices?

“We’re not going to die for the masters,” a clone said. She threw her gun on the ground and ran out of the group, passing Yalena and Vero.

“That was Ronnie,” Vero whispered to Yalena.

“Everyone, let’s go,” another clone shouted. “We don’t need to follow the masters anymore.”

“And I guess that’s Nicky?” Yalena smiled at Vero, while Nicky ran past them as well.

And that set off the wave. Laser guns were dumped into the sand, where they slid over each other, as the clones took off at a run. The movement of hundreds of feet raised the sands again, like a herd of wild animals running through the savanna.

Vero tugged at Yalena’s hands, making her face her. “They won’t all follow. These are the outer ranks. The ones treated as disposable by the Fians. The closer you get to the mother ship, the closer you’ll be to those loyal to Felix.”

Yalena tried to swallow despite the dust scratching at her throat. “We’ll try not to fight them.”

“No,” Vero said. “That’s what I mean. You won’t be able to avoid fighting them. You shouldn’t let them sneak up on you.”

Yalena tried to confirm or nod, but her neck felt stiff.

“And did you disable the other ones?” Vero asked.

Cold paralysis spread to Yalena’s extremities. “What other ones?”

“The crawlers,” Vero said. “We were briefed before exiting the ship. There are eight two-person vehicles meant to dive into the sand, digging through it to go under the established parameter.”

Yalena’s stomach clenched and pulsated with her heartbeat. “And go where?”

“Eight different locations, all close to natural water basins.”

Yalena gasped a loud gulp of dusty air. “Novofex. They’re going to disperse it.”

The pained expression in Vero’s eyes told her it was true.

Yalena fumbled with her fingers for the Berry and dialed. “Heidi? I know what that movement Jea detected was. It’s a vehicle called a crawler. They’ve used it to go under the parameter, so we wouldn’t see them. That’s how they’re going to disperse Novofex.”

“Got you,” Heidi said. “We’re almost there.”

“Wait,” Yalena warned, so Heidi wouldn’t drop the connection. “There’s eight of them headed to natural water basins. You need to stop them all.”

“Er...” Heidi stuttered. She added the others to the line. “We need some help tracking a total of eight crawlers about to disperse Novofex. Cooper and I are en route to one.”

“Sutton and I will map the area to see where the others will resurface,” Jea said.

“What is it?” Bako’s booming voice said behind Yalena.

“The fight with the clones was meant to be a distraction,” she replied. “The Fians are about to disperse Novofex elsewhere. We need teams to cover more ground and stop them, wherever they pop up.”

“We’re on it,” Bako said. With one long look he evaluated the way Yalena stood rooted in place. “You go. Save your friends.”

The hot air from an incoming ship swirled around, tangling Yalena’s hair. It was an Eagle with the STAR Academy logo. When the gate lowered, Eric and Jea jumped out. Jea threw a bag of the serum guns into the sand and shouted. “Everyone, inject yourselves now.”

Eric ran to Alec and Yalena. He halted briefly, struck by seeing Vero, but he then gathered Yalena into his embrace. It was stiff though, and instead of relief, Yalena saw only tension in Eric’s eyes.

“Inject yourself with the serum. Now.” He sounded frantic to Yalena, but she didn’t say anything. She knew that feeling all too well, the splinters of terror that dug deeper and deeper until you knew the one you cared about was safe.

“Eric.” She tried to instill all the certainty she could muster into one simple sentence. “I’m going to help you save her.”

A shudder seemed to go through Eric before he issued a quick nod. He signaled to Yalena and Alec to follow him to the bag of serum guns Jea had dropped. Eric grabbed the first gun in reach and injected Alec, but when he recharged to take a serum vial for Yalena, a three-clawed alien hand swatted the gun away.

Eric stared at the scout, his breathing shallow. “So that’s him?” he uttered at last.

“He won’t hurt you,” Yalena said firmly. “And he’s right. I probably can’t have that serum.”

Eric narrowed his eyes at her.

“I’m not entirely human,” she answered the implied question.

The scout let Eric go and brought his other hand in front of them. The claws opened to reveal a vial of purple serum. Yalena didn’t have to ask for confirmation.

“He’s done it,” she whispered. “We have a serum for the Fians.” She hesitated for a second, looking at the Scout. “Will it work on you?” The image of blackness, of nothingness, flashed inside her mind. “I take that as a ‘no’.”

As the scout walked off to inject the Fians with the new serum, Yalena wondered how much of his behavior was his, how much he had his own thoughts, not dictated by the Queen. He’d helped them enough today. They couldn’t let him die.

Jea was typing on her tablet, tracking those that had already been injected. Eric gave Yalena a headset with a glass piece over the right eye, showing her all the people that remained at risk. Yalena saw her own name at the very top with the comment “Serum won’t work.” Below that was Jen’s name, tagged with the statement “Old version of the serum. Needs to be re-injected.” There were more names down the list—Nico and Sibel, as well as “The Alien Scout”, written exactly like that since no-one knew if he had a name. She only quickly saw the names of Stanley, Natalia and Blaine, but they disappeared as the scout injected each of them with the Fian version of the serum.

Bako and Stanley had split their forces into teams of two—a Martian and a Fian in each. The teams stood at the ready while Jea finalized her scan.

“I found six more crawlers,” Jea said. “Sending you the coordinates now.”

“Copy that,” Bako said. He fished out a silvery glove from the pocket of his uniform and slipped his hand into it, before throwing a quick glance at Alec. “Thanks for sharing your fist with us.” Then he faced his team again. “Now, let’s get those crawlers.”

Six teams took off within seconds of Jea’s announcement.

“Jea,” Yalena said in her comms. “There must be one more crawler out there.”

“I can’t see it.” Jea huffed. “Maybe they have two Novofex dispersion devices in one crawler?”

“Maybe,” was all Yalena could bring herself to say, but her gut told her they’d missed something. Another failsafe. Another hidden move.

She blinked dust particles out of her eyes. The clones were still moving away from the parameter, running like scared animals. And then Vero’s warning rang in her ears again. The dedicated clones were closer to the ship, but if they weren’t meant to fight the Earthling and Martian resistance, then they had to be...

“It’s in there,” Yalena said, eyes glaring in the direction of the Farsight crash site. “It has to be.”

“But we’re in the desert,” Alec said. “There’s no water to disperse Novofex into.”

Yalena inhaled again, deeper than she would’ve liked to in the dust cloud. It took her a little while to be certain after all the time she’d spent on Nova Fia in high humidity, but the air was growing denser, heavier, stickier.

“Jea, do you have a meteorological view?” she asked. “Is it going to rain?”

“Yes,” Jea said at once. “Clouds approaching fast from the north-west. You don’t think they...”

“I do think,” Yalena interrupted. “They’re going to shoot the Novofex solution into the rain clouds.”

Yalena saw it inside her mind. A solution of Novofex falling with every rain drop, bathing their skin, sinking into the sand, entering the ecosystem to change it irrevocably. And the only thing that could stop them was Nico, holding onto a device in his pocket, fully aware that if he activated it, it would kill him and Sibel, and probably Jen, too.

Without a word, Yalena broke into a sprint against the stream of clones—toward Farsight.
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Chapter 37. Revenge
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The vibe told Yalena that Stanley, Natalia and Blaine weren’t far behind her, but she didn’t have to look back to know Alec, Eric and Adeline would follow her too. To the end of the world if they had to.

She zigzagged between the clones, who occasionally bumped her shoulders, left and right. Feet sinking into the sand and sliding sideways at times, Yalena panted heavier the closer she got to the rippled mountain Farsight’s crash had created. She halted in front of it. It wasn’t too steep to climb, but if the Fians had a line of fire at the ready on the other side, they’d shoot her down as soon as they spotted her.

“What are you doing?” Alec whispered at Yalena’s side. “You need to go back.”

“You haven’t been injected,” Adeline said with more panic than she usually allowed herself to show.

Yalena fixed them with a quick but intense glare. “I can’t. Felix has a dispersion weapon out there. If anything can distract him, it’s Stanley and I.”

To her surprise, Stanley agreed. “He wouldn’t expect to see me here. And he needs to face the scout, to understand his race doesn’t mean harm to Earth, or the humans, or Yalena as a hybrid.”

Yalena hadn’t felt him as she was running, but the scout stepped closer to her when Stanley mentioned him. Every second she spent with the alien around, she trusted his grasp of the conversations they were having more and more. It was as if he was learning from each interaction.

Then, Heidi’s sharp voice in her ear took Yalena away from that thought. “Yalena, they’ve got some sort of a Novofex...er...bazooka, I guess.”

“Can you stop them?” Eric asked, finger to the transmitter in his ear.

Heidi growled on the line. “We’re. Trying. To.”

Yalena’s stomach plummeted as soon as the little visor over her eye projected the view from Heidi’s body cam. It showed a Fian, who spun her around. The image of Heidi’s Bluedrop grew closer as she was slammed against it, but Heidi wiggled out of the Fian’s grip. She jammed an electrocuting bar into his rib cage, making the Fian shake. In the corner of the view from the body cam, Cooper fought another Fian, a silvery glove glistening around his wrist. Cooper found the Fian’s jaw with his fist, making his head fly back as his body ascended, then fell into a limp pile.

Heidi ran to the crawler, the view out of the body cam shaking so it made Yalena a little dizzy. She examined the ‘bazooka’ as she’d called it—a silvery weapon with a cylindrical spinning barrel full of a midnight-blue solution. Novofex.

“What do I do with this?” Heidi whirled around to find Cooper, who was securing the Fians’ hands behind their backs, even though they were unconscious.

“Does it have any sort of a timer?” he asked.

Heidi turned the heavy weapon in her hands to look at it from all sides. “I don’t think so. It has a trigger, but they didn’t manage to activate it.”

“Leave it be,” Yalena said. “We’ll have Nico look at it as soon as we get him out.”

“Bako,” Cooper said on the line. “How are the rest of the weapons coming along? Disabled?”

Bako grunted in response. “Working on it. Those Fian suckers are made of steel. We’re two men down.”

“Jea?” Cooper said. “Show us an overview.”

The view from Heidi’s body cam disappeared from the screen over Yalena’s eye, replaced by a map of the seven crawler locations. One shone in green—probably the one Heidi and Cooper had managed to get to. After a second, another one flashed green, but the other five remained marked in orange.

“Eric,” Cooper said. “You need to disable the eighth one. Activate the RWD if you have to, do you hear me?”

Eric took a beat to reply. “Copy.”

“Jea, take Sutton. I need you to assist the teams we sent to these sites.” Two of the marked areas pulsated and turned yellow. “Heidi and I will split up and take these two. “Another pair of dots glowed yellow. “Bako, can you handle the last one yourself?”

“There’s one way to find out, my friend,” Bako said, in between grunts.

Eric met Yalena’s eyes, jaw set. “Let’s go.”

She measured up the mountain of sand between them and Farsight. An image of the scout launching into the air above came only a second before his thin, insect-like legs bent and he shot up with momentum she couldn’t have expected.

Forming a circle around the place the alien had just disappeared from, the rest of them shared shocked looks.

“He’s our chance at a surprise attack,” Stanley said. “Go, go, go!”

They broke into a run, climbing the steep mountain of sand quickly, so they wouldn’t lose momentum and sink into it. Yalena saw the scout and the green beams that showered him before she’d reached the tip of the peek. The shots sprang off his suit like sparks without hurting him.

Alec pushed Yalena down to her knees with him as they reached the top. “Damn,” he drawled in his deep Martian accent. “We should have asked him for one of those suits too.”

On the other side, two lines of defense made them halt. Clones, who were presumably loyal to Felix’s cause, shot laser beams at the scout, almost forgetting about the others. The alien roared in unmistakable rage at them, even though the beams didn’t seem to hurt him. Behind the clones, in a second line of defense, the Fians under Felix’s command stood behind narrow, six-foot tall shields made of what looked like green glass. The Fians stared at the alien from behind their shields, unable or unwilling to react.

“This is our chance,” Yalena screamed. Alec pushed her down closer to the ground to avoid a beam. “We need to strike now.”

With renewed force, the scout roared in its painfully screechy voice and broke into a sprint. Alec pulled Yalena up with him faster than she could react. With the others by their side, they stormed, clashing into the line of clones.

Yalena fell to her knees, sliding between two of the clones, arms spread out at her sides to bring them both down. They crumpled on top of each other amid a poof of dust that made Yalena close her eyes for a second. When she jumped to her feet, another of Veronica’s doubles got her with a punch right between the eyes. Yalena’s vision grew dim as she staggered back, but she shook it off in time to see Alec trip the soldier, then smack the back of her neck. Veronica’s familiar eyes rolled back in the clone’s head and she fell unconscious.

“You can’t hesitate,” Alec said. “These ones are not like the three you worked with. And you can’t save everyone.”

Yalena let that statement wash over her. Alec was right. How many clones had already ventured past the parameter and into safety? Hundreds, by the looks of it. That had to count for something.

When the nearest clone lifted her laser gun to aim at Alec, Yalena jumped into action. She kicked high, hitting the clone’s hands and sending the laser gun flying to the side.

The clone charged at her, bringing her down. They rolled in the sand until Yalena managed to climb on top. Knee at the clone’s throat, she reached for the laser gun, then smacked it hard against the side of Veronica’s face. Guilt bit inside her as the copy of Veronica blacked out, but Yalena told herself again that it wasn’t her. It wasn’t the real Veronica and it wasn’t one of her friends.

It didn’t work completely though. Yalena rose to her feet amid the fallen bodies of multiple Veronicas, sick to her stomach. A few of the clones still standing took off into a run.

As if on cue, the entire team turned to the unbroken line of Fians behind the green shields. They sickened Yalena. They didn’t even value the clones enough to fight by their side.

“Finally,” Blaine said. “I waited too long to punch the likes of you in the teeth.” He wasn’t speaking to any one of them in particular, but the spite felt personal. “Go on, Natalia.” His lips curved into a wicked smile. “Hit them with more than they can handle.”

And Natalia screamed. The vibe she pushed out into the world was explosive. Thick and overpowering. Bitter and cruel. Desperate and intense. It made Yalena feel faint, but the line of Fian soldiers didn’t move back. In fact, they didn’t so much as flinch.

“It’s the shields,” Eric said. “It must be the same green solution that was keeping Sibel in the tube. It’s blocking the vibe.”

Feeding on the element of surprise, the Fian soldiers shifted into a fighting stance—long staffs at the ready, poking out from the cracks between their shields. Natalia and Blaine shot laser beams at them with weapons they’d taken from the clones. Even though the beams bounced off the shields, the play was to break the smooth line of shields and bring the soldiers into the fight.

The Fians charged at them, formation unbroken, but Yalena had no intention of taking even a step back. She wiggled out of the way, then, hands grasping the nearest staff, she fell to her knees. The soldier on the other end of the staff struggled to keep control, but that was all the opening Alec needed. One hand on Yalena’s back to help him launch, he jumped over her, feet first. The shields on both sides swayed, off-balance. Yalena crouched and swept her leg close to the ground, bringing one of the Fians down, while Alec was already in a fist fight with the other.

The rest of the immaculate line of Fian defense was broken by the chaotic movements of the scout. Long three-clawed hands grabbed the tops of the two nearest shields. When the scout pulled them apart, the force of his tug flipped both the shields upside down and sent the Fians hiding behind the shields up into the air.

Yalena suppressed a smile. This was all the proof she needed that Stanley had been right. The hive engineers didn’t care about being human or Fian. They cared about life, not Novofex.

The Scout continued breaking the line of defense apart so the rest could fight the soldiers behind the shields. Yalena dodged blows left and right, fighting in one big group with Alec, Natalia and Blaine around her. Without the green shields, the vibe hit her straight on. The chaotic emotions of the soldiers shot at her like a weapon. Targeted. Controlled on their end, but chaotic on hers. Like a mental connection meant to distract her.

“Nat,” Yalena screamed. “Try your berserker madness again?”

But as soon as Natalia pushed out her vibe, Yalena knew it had been a mistake. Natalia’s vibe was raw and wild. She had no idea how to target it at the soldiers, so it dulled everyone’s senses. By the pained frown on Blaine’s face, Yalena could tell he could barely stand it as well.

“Stop, stop,” he bellowed. “You need to reign it in.”

“I don’t know how!” Natalia shouted at him in between blows that landed in midair, easily evaded by her opponents.

Yalena was too slow to avoid a punch to the jaw, and she fell backward into Alec. He grabbed her, both arms around her ribcage, swinging her back so she could kick her opponent, both feet smacking right at his head.

As the Fian dropped to the ground, Yalena whirled around. Alec, Eric and Adeline were the only ones capable of surprising the Fians. They couldn’t give themselves away with the vibe. Stanley and Blaine, knowing how to mask their vibe, were holding their own, but Natalia was at a disadvantage. Each of her blows was easily blocked. Each of her defense moves—broken through.

“Focus, Natalia,” Blaine grunted. “You can do this. Dull your emotions.”

Natalia kicked high, missing the Fian she had attacked. She threw Blaine a scorching gaze that could have burnt him to ashes. “I have never been, nor will I ever be dull.”

Blaine twisted the arm of his opponent behind his back with a grin. “I didn’t say ‘be dull’. Dull your emotions. Still your heart.”

Yalena felt the whiplash of Natalia’s vibe like a punch in the nose. It distracted Blaine long enough to let the Fian out of his grip. The man then jumped Yalena, his fist colliding with her stomach.

“Agh, Natalia!” Yalena screamed. “Blaine, do something!”

Blaine’s hands flew to the Fian’s shoulders and he pulled him off Yalena. “You’re welcome.”

“Not that.” Yalena ducked away from a side blow she’d managed to feel coming through the vibe. Not all Fian soldiers were flawless. “Help her.”

Blaine gave Yalena a quick nod, then launched himself at a Fian that was sneaking behind Natalia. “Nat, change of plans. If you can’t dull the vibe or wall it in, then there’s only one other way.”

Natalia punched the Fian Blaine had restrained in the nose. “What?”

“Get distracted.” Blaine twisted the Fian’s body and threw him to the ground, where he landed in a puff of sand. “What are you doing after this?”

Yalena would have rolled her eyes, if it wouldn’t have meant risking another punch to the jaw. Instead, she moved to avoid a kick targeted at her side.

“What?” Natalia asked, sounding aghast.

“I mean after we save the world,” Blaine said. “Got any plans?”

Yalena elbowed a Fian that had grabbed her from behind, but even through his pained gasp, she could follow Natalia and Blaine’s bickering.

“You’re insane,” Natalia exclaimed.

“I hear it’s a good color on me.” Then Blaine sounded more serious. “Try it, or you’ll drag us all down with you. Think. What are you going to do next?”

“I don’t know,” Natalia groaned. “I’ve been too busy trying to stay alive.”

Yalena threw her head back, but the Fian must have seen it coming, because it didn’t help and she struggled in his grip.

“If you’re up for it, we could go for a celebration drink,” Blaine said, sounding almost casual. “I know a great little place-” His sentence was interrupted by a punch to the gut. “Two drinks for the price of one on Thursdays.”

Even without the Fian’s hand closing around her throat, Yalena would have gagged.

“Wait, are you asking me out?”

“I didn’t hear a ‘no’.”

Like an ocean current, Natalia’s vibe pulled away, leaving Yalena room to think. She wiggled her hand free and dug her nails into the Fian’s palm around her neck. His pain shot at her through the vibe. She’d clawed so deep, she’d drawn blood. Another elbow to the head and the Fian’s grip finally loosened enough for Yalena to get away. She twisted his arm around, forcing him to hunch down, and kneed him in the head.

The second he fell down unconscious, a staff scraped Yalena’s shoulder with razor-sharp precision. Through the pain, Yalena didn’t trust her vibe to tell her who’d thrown it, but she didn’t need to. With light but secure steps, a Fian woman in her forties—thin, and built like an elf—came to retrieve her staff. She pulled it out of the sand with ease, swung it in her hands once, then pointed it under Yalena’s chin.

“Hello, Troian,” she said. “Did you enjoy that? I imagine it must have only been a fraction of the pain you inflicted upon my husband. I’ve seen the record of his vitals. He was alive after you took down the ship. Badly injured. Bleeding inside and out. Fighting for his dying breaths.”

Yalena’s mind flooded with the incarcerating memory as she struggled to breathe through the pain. “Robin.”

“You killed him,” the woman said with the calm voice of an executioner. “And now it’s time for revenge. I’m going to kill you.”
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Chapter 38. Planet of Heroes
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The burning wound on Yalena’s arm made her face contort, but she forced herself to look her opponent in the eyes. The Fian woman was right. There was no denying that Yalena had killed Robin. It may have been the push of a button, the command she’d issued to a clone, but Robin had died at her hands.

Yalena’s heart clenched, reliving that desperate, drowning moment when Robin’s soul had left his body. The distraction it tempted her toward was a mistake she couldn’t afford, though. Not when she’d come so far.

“I’m sorry about your husband.” Yalena focused on the staff, still pointed under her chin, but then she peered at the woman. “This is bigger than any one of us. Felix is wrong. We have one of the hive engineers on our side. They don’t want to bring Novofex to Earth, so give up now. Let’s end this.”

The spear nudged her head up, scratching under Yalena’s chin.

“I don’t care about Felix or his plans anymore. I care about revenge.” The woman studied Yalena with her small, dark eyes. “Let’s end this indeed.”

Yalena swatted the staff away with one hand and flew to her feet. She stomped over the end of the staff, making it dig into the sand. The second Robin’s wife wasted trying to free her weapon was all Yalena needed. She propelled herself into two quick steps up the length of the staff. The climb up brought her knees to the same level as the Fian’s head. Full of rage, Yalena threw herself onto the woman.

Robin’s wife fell onto her back at the force of Yalena’s jump. Her hands grasped at Yalena’s sides, trying to fight her off, but Yalena steadied herself on one knee and pinned the woman’s body down with her other knee. It throbbed faintly with the reminder of the injury she’d suffered on the ice moon, but Yalena pushed harder and harder with it until sharp pain stabbed at her calf.

She screamed, arching her neck back involuntarily. The movement shifted her balance, so the Fian soldier was able to throw her off with a punch to Yalena’s side. On her back, Yalena gritted her teeth, hugging her injured leg. Her fingers traveled down her calf until she felt a small pocketknife sticking out of her flesh. After a deep breath, she pulled out the knife in one quick movement. Blood streamed out, but Yalena knew from the location of the cut that it hadn’t touched any vital arteries.

Above her, Robin’s wife circled as if picking her next move, the one that would hurt the most.

Through tears of pain, Yalena noticed two of the yellow dots on her visor had now turned green. She twisted in the sand, finally able to flip around and push herself onto her hands and knees. She wasn’t sure her leg could take the pressure if she tried to stand.

“Easy prey,” the Fian woman said. “That’s what you are, Troian.”

Disregarding that statement and trying to isolate her helplessness through the vibe, Yalena whispered. “Heidi?”

“We’re almost done,” Heidi panted on the line.

But it wasn’t what Yalena had meant to ask. She fought not to let the desperation seep through, but a quick look left and right made her stomach clench. The rest of the squad were deep in battle, many of them caught between multiple Fians. And there was no sign of Felix, the last Novofex bazooka or the RWD.

Despite another yellow dot turning green on Yalena’s visor, they were losing.

“Done,” Heidi reported, short-of-breath.

A kick to Yalena’s stomach told her Robin’s wife wasn’t above attacking an opponent who was down. The next kick knocked the air out of Yalena’s lungs completely. Her elbows gave in and she fell face first into the sand. She let herself get kicked one more time, but no matter how much it hurt, allowing it to happen had been deliberate.

Yalena caught the Fian’s ankle and twisted it until her opponent lost balance and slipped into the sand. With her leg and shoulder still pulsating from the cuts she’d endured, Yalena dragged herself on top of the woman’s foot. She stretched out a leg, covered in blood, and slammed her heel into the woman’s chin.

“Heidi,” Yalena said, once she was able to breathe again. “I need you to fly over us. Now.”

“Shouldn’t I help Bako with the last Novofex bazooka?” Heidi asked.

“Bako is doing all right, my friends,” he said on the line, against the background of grunts and blows in his fight.

Yalena pushed the Fian woman’s knees down with all her might, fighting to keep her pinned down. “Quick, Heidi. Fly, now.”

“I don’t understand,” Heidi said, but by her strained breathing, she was probably running to her Bluedrop.

“I don’t see the last Novofex bazooka,” Yalena said. With another shove, she put all her weight against her opponent. “We’ll have to activate the RWD. That means we need to get the scout out of here.”

“Him?” Heidi sounded aghast. In the background, the launching beeps of her Bluedrop gave Yalena hope. “And what about you?”

“If this battle kills the scout, we’ll have a bigger war on our hands,” Yalena dodged a direct response. “We need to get him out.”

Maintaining a conversation, ignoring pain, and fighting had spread Yalena’s focus thin. Robin’s wife finally managed to wiggle her foot free and kick Yalena in the throat. Crawling clockwise, Yalena rotated until she could push the woman’s chest down with both arms. The Fian punched her in the throat and as she fought for oxygen, Yalena pressed her hands against the woman’s throat too. They were gasping, fighting for air, at the same time.

Yalena squeezed as hard as her muscles allowed, but it was as if her body wouldn’t listen. Her head was about to split open. Her own brain was fighting her desire to hurt the woman. Novofex refused to turn on Novofex.

“Troian, stop.” Felix’s voice cut through the blurring vibe. “You can’t kill her.”

Without looking around to spot him, Yalena loosened her grip. He was right.

With one final attempt at anger and a fistful of the soldier’s uniform in her hand, Yalena lifted the Fian’s body just enough to gather momentum and slammed the woman back into the ground, where she sunk into the sand, gasping. Shakily, Yalena rose to her feet, then kicked Robin’s wife down the slope of a sand dune. The woman came to a halt on her elbows and knees, choking. Yalena scanned the sand until her eyes found the hilt of the knife she’d removed from her calf. She bent down to snatch it—it would have to do as her last defense against Felix. Then, Yalena dragged her gaze up to find the Fian leader. And she froze.

Felix stood at the fallen gate of Farsight, laser gun in one hand raised at the level of his shoulder, pointed so close to Jen’s head she must be brushing against it as she shivered. A guard pushed Nico to stand on Jen’s other side. Nico’s nose was bleeding, and his hands were restrained behind his back.

Yalena didn’t dare to blink, let alone move. Whatever version of the serum Jen had taken wouldn’t protect her from a laser beam to the head. And even if Nico had managed to finish the device, he wasn’t able to deploy it now that his hands were restrained. Yalena had to get to the RWD, but in doing so, she’d lose both of her friends. Felix would see it as a desperate last attempt to attack. And he would shoot them.

Staring at the sight in front of her hurt Yalena’s eyes, but she couldn’t look away. Her vibe seethed in hatred and desperation. In the moment it mattered most, her usually quick wits threatened to fail her. She’d grown so accustomed to thinking on her feet, to connecting the dots in an instant, to dreaming up a solution the rest of the world was a second too slow to see. This time, she had nothing. The sudden realization filled her with acid that burned her insides.

To make matters worse, the platform Nico, Jen and Felix stood on shook with the weight of a mountain of a Fian—Hayden, the one who’d captured Sibel. His steps were slow and secure, like he had nothing to fear in this battle. Strapped across his shoulder was a heavy weapon with a container filled with blue liquid. Novofex.

Hayden overtook Felix, his steps quickening until he broke into a jog.

The first raindrops on Yalena’s forehead injected pure dread into her. “The rain. They’ll contaminate the rain cloud.”

“Yalena, what’s the extraction plan?” Heidi said on the comms. “I’m over you in twenty seconds.”

Yalena tore her eyes from Felix, Nico and Jen to find the scout. She willed herself to transmit to him the only solution she had managed to concoct in her mind. She recalled the alien’s insect-like feet folding as he had prepped for a jump, and she sent that mental image to him.

She searched for a sign of understanding in the scout’s bottomless black eyes. Instead, in a voice as screechy as it had sounded when the Queen had spoken, Yalena heard a low, guttural whisper, “You are a planet of heroes.” It echoed inside her mind, inaudible to the world, but it fueled the resolve inside her.

“Yalena, what do I do?” Heidi squealed on the line.

“What you do best,” Yalena said. “Fly, Heidi.”

Yalena heard the swoosh of a fast approaching Bluedrop before she saw it. “Now,” she screamed.

The scout jumped up, just like he had done to get up the mountain of sand before. His long claws screeched, digging into the metal of Heidi’s Bluedrop. He dangled from the small ship as it sped away.

“Holy stars!” Heidi shouted on the line. “Please tell me someone saw that. And they said life gets boring after you have a baby!”

Yalena didn’t allow herself even a moment to exhale with relief. In the few seconds it had taken her to coordinate the extraction, she’d missed Stanley catching up to the Fian with the bazooka. Her father jumped on Hayden’s back, trying to pry the weapon out of his hands.

Then, Yalena’s eyes flashed back to Felix. And Eric, who was taking one small step at a time toward Felix, hands in the air.

“Tell them to stand down, O’Donnell,” Felix said. “Or you lose her.”

Silently, the Fian holding Nico in place fell backward, as if taken down by one of the raptors on the jungle planet. Yalena was tempted to give Felix a vicious smile. It had been Alec. Although he must have been taken aback by the attack, the Fian soldier rolled into a fight with Alec. They toppled off the side of the lowered gate and into the sand.

But Felix’s attention had remained on Eric, who was still too far away to save Jen. Her eyes welled with tears of terror, but her hand slowly slipped into her front pocket.

Felix seemed too tense for his usual gloating. “What’s it going to be, O’Donnell? Save the world or save the girl?”

Eric blanched, but he took another step closer. He must have seen the same as Yalena—that he wouldn’t be able to get to Jen, but he could provide a distraction to help her. “Jen...you know I love you, right?”

Jen looked like she was twisting her wrist inside her pocket. “Eric...” she whispered. “You have to take down that weapon.” Then, her features tensed. Jen pulled her hand out of her pocket, a thin metallic glove wrapped tightly around her wrist.

It was one of those moments that seem to last an eternity, but Eric nodded at Jen ever so slightly.

“This is our home, Felix,” he said. “The people out there count on us to throw ourselves between them and danger. To fight for them.”

“So you choose to save the world?” Felix sneered. “Wrong choice. The world can’t be saved.”

Knowing she’d never manage to pull this off, Yalena threw the pocketknife at Felix. Assassin-style, it flipped through the air, but she was too far away. It slipped into the sand a few steps in front of Felix. Still, it had been enough to make him look.

Jen ducked under Felix’s arm, punched his wrist with her gloved hand, then through his loosened grip she tried to pry the laser gun from him. “Go, Eric, go!”

Eric turned, teary-eyed, away from Jen and ran, before he could change his mind.

Hayden had managed to throw Stanley off, but now faced Adeline, who was too fast for him. After a distracting dance of fight moves, the Fian managed to land a blow on the side of her head and Adeline’s body slackened as she lost consciousness.

Fat raindrops fell at intervals. The rain was starting. Hayden mounted the bazooka on his shoulder, aiming for the skies. Eric reached him just in time. With a silver glove around his own hand, Eric jumped up, fist aimed at the Fian’s neck. The impact was enough to make Hayden hunch down with a pained grunt.

“Last chance, Troian,” Felix shouted, drawing Yalena’s attention away from Eric’s fight with Hayden. One of Felix’s arms closed around Jen’s throat, making her face turn crimson, and his other hand still held the gun, despite Jen’s efforts. Felix pointed the gun at Jen’s temple. “They listen to you. Call this off and I’ll let your friend live.”

Yalena gaped, at a loss for how to stall this. She felt paralyzed. If she moved, Jen would die.

Her eyes flashed to Nico, whose expression was streaked with anger. Now that Alec had freed him from the Fian guard, Nico could wiggle his arms around just enough to fish a small oval device out of his pocket. He threw it in Yalena’s direction, although it landed meters away from her.

“Connect the green wires,” he shouted. “Green wires, Yale-”

A flash of purple sent Nico crashing back against the wall of Farsight.

“No!” Jen and Yalena’s screams mingled into one.

Felix aimed the gun at the RWD and shot, missing it by inches. With a cry of rage, Jen smacked her silvery fist into the inside of Felix’s elbow and then another time into his hand. He dropped the laser gun and pushed her, so she fell back.

Yalena didn’t hesitate. She ran to the RWD, falling onto her knees when she reached it. The metal device seemed fragile. The lid was already off—she only needed to follow Nico’s instructions. Nico...she didn’t dare look back at the place where he’d fallen. She couldn’t think of it yet. She couldn’t let the full impact of the loss spread through her chest.

With trembling fingers, Yalena examined the wires. There were hundreds of hair-thin threads in metallic hues of all the colors in the rainbow.

“Lenly, wait!” Alec’s scream made her look up for a second. He was still fighting with the guard that had been holding Nico. But Alec wasn’t trying to overpower the Fian, not anymore. He was fighting to get away, to come to Yalena, to stop her.

Yalena let her gaze drop to the RWD in her hands again. Green wires. Green wires. She mentally repeated Nico’s instructions as her fingers brushed the metallic strings in the device. There it was—a shimmer of mint. And another. And another. Yalena plucked the threads out and searched the rest, but there didn’t appear to be any more minty green ones. For a second, she paused with the intention of linking the wires to each other, but her fingers wouldn’t obey. 

She needed one last look.

Just one last look.

Blaine and Natalia were mid-fight. Blaine pushed with a staff, making his opponent fall back, then he swept Natalia up with one arm, pulling her close to him. “In case our alien friend messed up the serum.” He planted a quick, desperate kiss on her lips.

“Lenly, don’t,” Alec shouted again. “Don’t do it.”

Yalena couldn’t resist a glance back at him. Alec was fighting like a madman, scraping toward her, but two tall Fians held him back. It wasn’t even a proper fight anymore. She pursed her lips so as not to cry.

She whirled around to see Hayden smack Eric. He landed hard on his back next to Adeline, who was still unconscious. The Fian then lifted the Novofex bazooka again, aiming at the clouds. Stanley ran toward him with a battle cry, his face covered in purple blood, but he was too far away to reach Hayden in time.

“Lenly,” Alec panted, sounding closer this time. She had to hurry before he stopped her. “Don’t.”

One last glance. By Farsight’s gate, Felix punched Jen in the stomach. She must have fought him better than Yalena had imagined, but it didn’t matter. Felix walked over and picked up his laser gun. This time, he didn’t waste time pointing it at Jen, but aimed directly at Yalena.

“You were always the biggest threat, Troian,” Felix spat out. “I should have killed you the second you set foot on Nova Fia.”

His hand clenched tighter around the gun at the same time as Alec shouted again, only steps away from Yalena.

There was no more time. She stilled her breath for what she knew was the last time. “Please, forgive me,” Yalena whispered on the line. It was meant for Eric, who she was robbing of a sibling. For Alec, who she loved more than anyone. And for Jen, who she might take out with her.

Stanley’s words from a conversation back on Nova Fia swam up in her mind. The moment she would lose everything had arrived—the time she would be left with nothing but who she was. And Yalena was a hero, with or without the words the scout had managed to say inside her head.

Her fingers felt sticky when she linked the minty-green wires. The metal of the RWD’s lid felt cool against her palm, and Yalena pressed it firmly.

The Radiation wave was invisible, but it passed through her like a ghostly gush of winds, knocking the air out of her lungs. Pain pricked the side of Yalena’s arm, while the world stopped spinning. She might have imagined it, but Alec must have finally reached her. She felt his arms at the small of her back, holding her limp body.

And then every nerve in Yalena’s body burned.
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Chapter 39. Daydream
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Yalena fought to discern shapes from the smears of coral and gold swirling around her. The spinning slowed until she found herself in the field of dry wheat and grass, which was eerily familiar from the Commander and Dana’s memorial service. Only the sky was different. Yalena tilted her head all the way back to take in the peach tones of a sky very unlike the relentless gray-white clouds Earth had always shown her.

“The candied skies are a bit much, I’d say.” Alec’s Martian accent appeared to mock her.

Yalena gazed up for a second longer, until the sky turned slightly purple at the edges. “That’s how I imagine a sunset painted the sky before the Quakes.”

When she finally tore her eyes away from the dreamy view, Yalena found Alec sitting on a wooden swing. The exact same one as the day of the memorial. It was wide enough for her to join him.

“I’m surprised you brought us here,” Alec said. “It wasn’t exactly a happy day.”

“I know.” Yalena sighed. “It was an important one, though. That’s when I knew how strong we were. That’s when I knew the whole world could come crashing down and, even in the tornado of that sandstorm, we’d be rock solid. You and I.”

“You’ve spent too much time with O’Donnell,” Alec mocked her. “You sound as broody as his sorry butt.”

Yalena felt her expression fall. As if on her command, the sky darkened into a shade of turquoise. “No, I didn’t. Not nearly enough time.”

The breeze carried the sweet smell of Fian air toward them, but Yalena didn’t begin to question how that could be possible on Earth. Perhaps they’d failed, and Earth was now Nova Fia 2.0. Or perhaps none of this was real or was ever meant to make much sense.

“Are you mad at me?” Flashes of her hand over the RWD came back to Yalena.

“I could never be mad at you for being you.” Alec gave her a small smile. “And you stupidly would always sacrifice yourself to save others.”

Yalena’s mouth wrinkled into an exaggerated frown. “As if you wouldn’t.”

Alec laughed. A hollow, light sound. “What can I say? Your father and his dramatic, flowery teachings must have gotten to me.”

Yalena let the humid, warm air sink into her in one deep breath. “All we have is who we are.”

And Yalena was a leader. Not the annoying “boss” Natalia had always referred to her as, but a leader. Like the commander. Like her father. Like Cooper. Like Chris. Like Eric. It meant someone who didn’t shy away from tough choices. Someone who was able to see flaws and limitations, even their own, and sacrifice anything and everything not to win, but to protect, to let live.

“Do you think this is what death is like?” Yalena wondered out loud. “If it is, then it can’t really be that bad.”

Alec furrowed a brow at her. “Are you kidding? It smells stronger than a candy factory in a fire. It’s a miracle I haven’t barfed all over your jellybean of a daydream yet.”

Yalena scowled at him. “If it’s my dream, and I’m not dead, then why are you being so annoying?”

Sunlight made Alec’s tanned skin sparkle with bronze at the edges. “Even in your dreams, I’m still me.”

“If you’re really you...” Yalena hesitated. She stretched out her bare feet; they touched the dry grass below the swing. “Can you tell me the truth? Would you have stopped me if you’d reached me in time? Would you have stopped the RWD to save me at the cost of Earth?”

Alec reached out a hand and stroked her cheek gently. “I did reach you in time.” Then he draped an arm across her shoulders and pulled her in close, so her face rested below his chin.

Yalena fought the fog that kept the memories of her last seconds locked away. She tried to pluck a feeling from the confused daze. The last thing she remembered was Alec’s strong arms at the small of her back as she fell into oblivion.

“It was too late,” she said, her voice rough with sadness.

“It wasn’t too late.” Alec’s calm tone startled Yalena. He had a talent to be just as maddening as he could be charming. As she watched the spark in his warm chocolate eyes, Yalena recalled the little prick at her arm.

She choked on a small laugh. “Did you inject me?”

Alec’s dimple deepened as he beamed at her. “I got an unsolicited mental break-in that seemed to suggest it was the only way.”

Yalena’s smile spread wider as she thought of the scout. “So, which one did you inject me with—the human or the Fian serum?”

Yalena imagined in the real world she’d pale, waiting for a sentence of life or death, but in the warm safety bubble of her cream-and-peach kingdom with purple-blue skies woven in, she was simply curious.

“Lenly,” Alec said seriously. “I’m a fragment of your mind. I only know what you know. I help you see it more clearly.”

This time Yalena did giggle, but it wasn’t out of joy. It was a mere observation of her own insanity, dressed in Alec’s skin.

“There’s one way you could find out, though.” Alec waited for her to make a face at him. “Blink yourself out of this daze and come ask me.”

“It couldn’t have worked,” Yalena said, directing her gaze back down to the dry grass scratching at her feet without tickling them. “The serum was for humans or Fians. I imagine I would have needed a slightly different formula. Perhaps a mixed one?” She laughed joylessly, just imagining how Jen would scold her for such a scientifically unsupported guess.

“Maybe when he made that call, the scout finally had all information he needed to be sure. Maybe some new information came to light?”

Yalena savored one last long look at Alec’s face. He was her home, her heart, her soul. If this was death, she needed to remember him, before she flickered out of existence. “I think I’m ready.” She willed herself to be. Whether waking life or endless darkness awaited her, she had to face it with her chin held high.

The sweet-scented wind ruffled her hair, swirling everything into a twist of colors again. Through it, Alec’s voice guided her back.

“Wake up, love.” Alec’s gentle whisper tempted her heart to take a beat. “Come back to me.”
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Chapter 40. Save You, Save Me
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Yalena woke up with a gasp so sudden, it hurt her chest. Through bleary eyes, she saw Alec leaning over her. His arms were still wrapped under her waist, but he had lowered her to the ground.

“Don’t try to speak,” he whispered. “Just ease into it.” She fought to reset her breathing. “That’s it.”

Alec brought her up into a sitting position gently, his eyes never leaving her face.

“What happened?” Yalena struggled to distinguish dream from reality; to speed up her brain so it could remind her what she’d been doing just before. And as her eyes darted away from Alec’s face, it all came rushing back to her.

Bodies lined the ground, their clothes already thinly covered in sand brought by the gentle winds. Most of them were Fian, but Yalena recognized clone uniforms here and there. Grasping Alec’s arms for support, Yalena turned back in her sitting position. She recognized Felix’s body, chin off to the side like he’d been knocked unconscious. Nearby were the rest of his followers, including Robin’s wife.

The RWD had worked. They were all dead. Somewhere deep down, Yalena probably felt relief, but it was buried under a fierce wave of guilt that clenched her stomach.

Yalena pushed herself up so she could stand, only managing to steady herself with Alec’s help. She drank in the image of his face eagerly, fighting a blurred memory of peachy skies and sweet air. “How long was I out?”

“About twenty minutes.” Alec slid his hands down her forearms, until he took her hands in his, making her look at him. “You were breathing, but you scared the living stars out of me.”

Remembering a conversation from a distant dream, Yalena scanned the sand at her feet, until she spotted the syringe gun, loaded with a single vial—glossy, with a thin amber film that remained from the serum.

“The human serum?” Yalena sounded more surprised than she’d expected.

Alec’s palm brushed some sand from the side of her face. “I guess you’re more human than you’re Fian.”

Genetically speaking, Yalena supposed it made sense. She’d always looked human, and the Fians were ‘descended’ from humans too, but she couldn’t help questioning why this had worked. “When the scout wouldn’t give me any serum, I thought it wouldn’t work on me.”

“Me too,” Alec said. “But when you sent Heidi to get him out, something happened. He pushed inside my brain, basically reaping any shred of information about you. I think he did the same to everyone. He must have found something in one of us that made him certain the human serum would work, because he hijacked my mind again and showed me the serum.”

Multiple realizations and conflicting emotions crashed into Yalena all at once. The scout had fought to save her, just as she’d been desperate to keep him alive. Alec hadn’t fought through the tangle of Fians to keep her from deploying the RWD, he’d fought to inject her. To save her. And the scout had somehow managed to find confirmation that the human serum would work to keep her alive. There was only one person who could have been certain of that.

“Jen?” Yalena croaked with a hoarse voice.

She whirled around again, but trusted Alec to help guide her to the gates of Farsight. Surrounded by a pile of Fian bodies, Jen and Nico lay side-by-side. Eric cradled Jen’s head in his arms, two fingers pressed against her pulse, as tears streamed down his face.

His jaw trembled at the sight of Yalena, but he seemed incapable of expressing relief. “We’re losing her.”

Guilt strangled Yalena’s heart as she drowned in the suffocating, sickening realization that she’d done this. Deep down, she’d thought the hardest part would have been triggering the RWD, having the courage to make the hard choice. But it wasn’t. The hardest part came now that she had to live with the choice she’d made.

Yalena knelt between Jen and Nico as the others gathered around. Alec checked Nico’s pulse and shook his head in silent denial. Stanley helped Adeline limp up next to them, while Natalia and Blaine hovered above Eric helplessly.

“A med team is on the way,” Jea said on the comms Yalena had forgotten she was wearing.

“We’re losing her,” Eric wailed in desperation, but the sound of Jea’s voice had already given Yalena an idea.

“I know what to do.” She moved her gaze from face to face as hope started to swell inside her. “She needs a blood transfusion with my blood.”

“Er...” Jea stuttered on the line. “Are you sure? She didn’t have the last version of the serum. There’s no telling exactly how this compound would react to half-Fian blood.”

“Jen’s serum was similar to the final human serum, right?” Yalena pressed, feeling desperate for more time.

“Yes,” Jea said, “but not as good. It failed the final test of tissue damage.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Yalena said, even though she knew it did. “It’s kept her alive just like the human serum kept me alive. The rest was up to my blood. That’s why I’ve made it.”

The pieces of the puzzle clicked into place. She knew how Jen’s brain worked. The more she remembered about how they’d saved Jea on the Moon, the more certain she grew. “Even a weaker serum has managed to keep her alive, but she needs the blood transfusion now to fight the cell degeneration.”

Yalena sought for Alec, then Stanley, then Eric with her eyes. They stared speechless, until Eric wiped his face with one hand quickly. “Do it.”

Stanley ran back inside Farsight and emerged with a first-aid kit he spread open in front of Yalena. “Are you sure we shouldn’t wait for the med team? None of us knows how to do this.”

Yalena shook her head, fighting the doubts threatening to flood her mind and paralyze her. “We have to act now. I’ll talk you through it.”

Stanley helped Yalena lie down next to Jen. His face was tense, deep lines cutting through his forehead, but he remained stoic.

“Any chance you were a medic before you got imprisoned?” Alec asked.

Stanley gave him a pained look. “No, but I did have to set my own knee in. I’ve got steady hands. Talk me through it, Yalena.”

Despite her heart pounding in her chest, Yalena tried to still her mind and transport herself back to the day she and Jen had saved Jea on the Moon. She recalled the way Jen had hooked her and Jea together with tubes to transmit blood. Yalena relayed everything she could remember to Stanley. She barely felt the prick of the needles, but her vision grew blurry, same as it had on the Moon.

Yalena felt tempted to let go and fall asleep, but Alec’s voice kept her coming back to reality. Alec was the anchor that could always pull her back. With the added hope of hearing Jen’s voice again, Yalena fought harder to remain conscious.

The med team must have arrived, because new voices confused Yalena. Still, the only thing she focused on was the hazy image of Jen’s face, turned sideways to look at her. She might have dreamed it, but she thought she finally saw her lips move just enough to whisper, “I knew you’d make it.”

* * *
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WHEN YALENA CAME BACK into consciousness, cold wind was blowing through the darkness of the desert outside, slamming against the spaceship window. She was in a med bay on board one of Bako’s Martian Navy ships, judging by the Martian flag on the wall—a mix of the three Martian founding Nations’ flags—Nigeria, Brazil, Australia.

Groggily, she tried to clear her throat, but dark circles danced at the edges of her vision at the mere effort. It reminded her of waking up in the ward after Josie had drugged the entire class with Devil’s Choice. Or of the time she’d woken up on the Moon after saving Jea. Jen had been there both times.

Yalena fought a moan, but saliva bubbled in her throat without making much of a sound at all. She forced her eyes shut tight, squirming, then snapped them open again, willing herself to stay awake. She had to find Jen. Sliding her palm up the mattress, Yalena sucked in a breath and pushed herself up. She swayed out of balance and fell back onto her pillow.

“Yalena, what are you doing?” Jea’s voice surprised her. “Stay down. You’ve lost a lot of blood.”

“Jen?” Yalena croaked in response.

Jea’s face came into view—red-rimmed eyes and ashen complexion, especially when juxtaposed against the fiery orange tips of her hair. “She’s alive. She’s right here.”

Jea helped flip Yalena onto her other side. Next to Yalena’s cot, Jen lay atop a similar bed. She was even paler than usual, with her eyes peacefully closed. Yalena felt the urge to go check her pulse, but another attempt at pushing herself up failed just as miserably as the previous one.

“Do I need to put you under so you can rest?” Jea mused.

With a sigh, Yalena finally relaxed in her cot. “Where are the others?”

Jea patted her shoulder, seeming to approve of her calming down. “Asleep. They waited around for the blood transfusion to complete and for both of you to grow stable. You’ve been out for a few hours. Try to get some rest now.”

Yalena wanted to nod, but her muscles weren’t easily coerced into following her will. All the same, Jea moved on to checking the monitors by Yalena and Jen’s bed, and satisfied, she headed out. “I’ll be just outside this door. Press the button if you need me.”

Yalena tried to swallow away the bitter taste coating her tongue. She watched Jen disappear and reappear in front of her with every blink. Until Jen’s eyelids flickered. She seemed delirious, and she only mumbled “save you, save me” before she was out of it again, but that was enough for Yalena.

She dozed on and off for what must have been a few hours more, each time blinking herself awake with relief at Jen’s face in front of hers. The pang of Nico’s absence twisted her gut, but she fought to isolate that sensation for now. She was so weak, and in such desperate need of good news, that she couldn’t go there yet.

The next time Jen came to, she found her voice. It was weak, but soft. “I knew you could do it.”

Yalena’s heart clenched at the thought that Jen was congratulating her, when Yalena was responsible for putting her in this fragile condition, but ‘sorry’ didn’t even begin to express her guilt. “Save you with my blood?”

“Survive after being injected with the human serum,” Jen whispered. “The rest was a brilliant insight on your part.”

Yalena’s eyes were dry and tired, but she stared at Jen. Jen was alive. “I was simply returning the favor with another one of my unsound theories.”

“And you were right as usual.” Jen hummed to herself for a minute. “That alien friend of yours is something else,” she said at last. “It was like he reaped all the knowledge in my brain. It almost hurt to feel him fumble through my mind.”

“I still don’t understand how he does that—even with humans, who don’t have the vibe.”

Jen made a feeble shrug. “I don’t think it’s Novofex that enables the telepathic connection. It must be an alien thing.”

“A telepathic connection to other sentient creatures that enables them to communicate with their Queen all across the galaxy,” Yalena guessed. “Mind you, the scout wasn’t just inside your mind. He reaped information, knowledge, memories, from all of you.” Yalena’s brain hurt at the thought of how many people it had taken to save her. “He must have seen in your mind that the combination of human serum and Fian blood would be enough to save me.”

“He’s a hero,” Jen said with a weak voice, as if dozing off.

“We’re all heroes. That’s what he called us, because he saw how we fight to save each other.” Yalena savored the memory of the alien voice in her head. “A planet of heroes. It never would have worked without Eric or you or Alec.”

Jen seemed to be fighting sleep. “Tell me about it. I’d never be alive without you, or Eric or Stanley...or Nico.”

Yalena’s throat constricted, like she was being strangled with a thin cord around it. “Jen...what don’t I know?”

Jen sighed, her expression fading from dreamy into pained. “He loved me.”

“We all love you.” As she said it, Yalena realized the true meaning behind Jen’s words. “Oh. Did you...?”

“Not like that,” Jen said quickly. “I don’t think so, but we always had a connection. He was so easy to get along with, maybe a little cocky at first, but a true friend. It’s hard to admit, but on some level I knew. I knew and I probably didn’t make it easy on him.”

Yalena tried not to drown in the guilt enveloping her. A guilt only too familiar. She’d left Nico to die on Nova Fia two years ago and he’d escaped. He’d told her he understood, but forgiveness was easy to grant once everything worked out. “I can’t believe I couldn’t save him. Again.” Tears stung in her eyes. For the first time since regaining consciousness, she felt the urge to turn away from Jen.

“I refuse to let you harbor that guilt alone,” Jen said. “How do you think I feel? He must have been suffering all this time, seeing Eric and me, and once he finally confessed his feelings to me, I couldn’t even begin to tell him how I felt. I didn’t have time to soften the blow. All I could do, all he asked me to do, was drink the serum and save myself at his expense. That’s how I showed him I respect his feelings—by letting him save me.”

Tears rolled down her porcelain cheeks. For a few minutes, they couldn’t find the strength to resume their conversation.

“Hey, Jen?” Yalena whispered as she was about to drift off again. “When you first woke up, you mumbled something...”

A feeble smile blossomed on Jen’s lips, even though her face remained saddened and tear-streaked. “Save you, save me.”

“What does it mean?”

Jen had never looked more angelic than when she replied. “I said it to myself when I first met you.”

Through hazy thoughts, Yalena returned to that moment. She’d climbed onto the transporter on the way to a Unifier-bound shuttle. And out of more than a dozen space-crazed Earthlings on board, she’d chosen to sit next to a shy blonde who’d clutched her backpack against her chest as a shield.

“I thought you were the only one appropriately terrified of what we were about to do. And look at where it got us,” Yalena tried to joke. “We were right to be terrified.”

The smile still hadn’t left Jen’s lips. “And I decided at that time that we’d need each other to survive this. Of course, I meant parties, lectures and Unifier lifestyle at that point, but it’s been true all the same.”

Yalena allowed herself a moment of awe at the friendship that had given her roots in a life suspended in space. “I save you. You save me. That’s our deal.”
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Chapter 41. Two Years Later
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Yalena gathered the long skirts of her soft gray dress on one side as she climbed up the red-carpeted stairs. Behind the grand doors in front of her, the string quartet was already playing. She nervously adjusted the straps of her dress and knocked on the little door, off to the side. Natalia’s face poked out through a three-inch gap, checking to see who it was.

She exhaled with exaggerated relief at the sight of Yalena. “Finally.” Then, she opened the door wide enough to let her in.

Seated at the vanity table, Jen held still while her mother refreshed her blush and her little sister documented everything on video.

Jen’s eyes flashed to Yalena. “Everything all right?”

“Of course.” Yalena beamed at her. She never would have dreamed of telling her that one of the flower arrangements had collapsed. Blaine had been tasked with fixing it. Or hiding it, if it came to it.

“That’s why you’re the maid of honor.” Jen gave her a benevolent smile. “How do I look?”

Yalena sighed in sync with Jen’s mom, her little sister and Natalia. “Absolutely breath-taking.”

Jen glowed, and it wasn’t just because of the pearly make-up in earth-tones which suited her so well. She seemed much stronger and more energetic than she had been since the day they’d almost lost her. She stood with confidence, shoulders back, despite her mom and sister reaching to support her on either side.

“Are you sure you’re all right to walk?” Yalena asked. As hard as she tried, she was positive she’d never in her lifetime manage to shake off the feeling of just how fragile her friend had become.

“I’m all right, you guys, please.” Jen smoothed her crepe mermaid-cut dress in sparkling white. Bejeweled cap sleeves accentuated her shoulders and more gemstones decorated the back of the dress in a deep V.

Yalena reached out and took her hand, but it wasn’t out of worry. She gave Jen’s hand a little squeeze, her chest tight with excitement. “Then, let’s go.”

Jen’s mom, fanning her glassy eyes with one hand, left to fetch Jen’s dad. Yalena lined Natalia and Jen’s sister up in front of the big gates, both in lilac dresses that resembled Yalena’s in cut and fabric. She then fixed the train of Jen’s dress for the last time and took her place behind Natalia.

The doors opened right on time, and a new melody began. It was gentle and soft, angelic, like Jen had always seemed to Yalena. Jen’s sister took a left and began her slow walk down the aisle.

A minute later, Natalia gave Jen a wicked grin. “Try not to trip, little Jennevier.” And she followed Jen’s sister out.

Yalena couldn’t resist one final look at Jen in all her glory.

“There’s no-one else I wish would be here in your place,” Jen said. “Plus, I literally wouldn’t be here without you.” Her cheeks got flushed. “I hope you know how much you mean to me after all we’ve been through. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

With her cheeks tight from smiling, Yalena fought the feeling that she was getting teary-eyed. She clutched her small bouquet of purple peonies tighter and began her walk. The rows of chairs and their occupants turned into a faceless crowd as soon as she stepped into the room.

Eric stood by the altar in a light blue suit that matched his clear eyes perfectly. His Adam’s apple bobbed before his lips parted for a deep exhale. Yalena smiled brighter at the sight of him. Then, her gaze landed on Cooper and Alec, standing to the side as his groomsmen. Alec’s eyes locked on Yalena, his dimple deepening in the way that always made her stomach flutter.

Yalena took her place in front of Jen’s sister. Heat rushed up her neck at all the excitement, but she forced her wildly-beating heart to stay calm.

The melody changed again, and the audience rose to their feet. In the front row, Heidi struggled to keep Marcus in line. The toddler wailed, but when she picked him up into her arms and whispered to him, his eyes found the bride and he held still.

Jen walked in with a parent on each side. It was as if she was floating on a little cloud of her own. The atmosphere was charged with the tension of everyone in the crowd holding their breath. And then Eric received Jen, hands open with his palms up, as if to show he was ready to support her, no matter what might come their way.

Yalena was on the verge of tears throughout the entire ceremony. She held herself together, though. The cocktail and photo shoot afterward both required her to coordinate, but she did manage to get lost in a couple of priceless moments. The way Jen rested her head on Eric’s shoulder during their first dance. Natalia slipping on her dress a little, then threatening everyone who dared to so much as chuckle at her with a gruesome death. Sutton and Jea, finally dancing together after months of back and forth in their relationship.

But the memory that would stand out in Yalena’s mind even years later was the one of her and Alec. He took her to the middle of the dance floor and led her into a slow sway. His tanned complexion glowed in the candlelight. It reminded her of that first tremor in her heart—back in their first year at STAR Academy, walking to the dorms together after she’d caused quite the scene to get him out of trouble. And it seemed she wasn’t the only one taking a mental stroll down memory lane.

“This reminds me,” Alec said, “of the Spring Gala back at STAR Academy.”

Yalena was positive she had just blushed like a high school student. “I was so stunned at the announcements, it’s all such a blur.”

That wasn’t one hundred percent true. She’d felt a flutter in her core again when Alec had twirled and led her with ease, when his hand had left a scorching trail down the small of her back.

“I was kind of nervous,” he admitted, but Yalena only exploded in giggles.

“You? Nervous? Never.”

A devilish grin appeared on his lips. “Well, you looked so absent-minded while we danced, you didn’t even notice-”

“That you pulled me in a little closer after each twirl?” Yalena teased. “I noticed.”

“And what do you notice now?”

His jaw squared like he was under pressure. Yalena tried to pick up a tell from him, any sign to show her if he was just messing with her now. But he wasn’t. He twirled her out, and when she whirled back in, Alec gathered her up into his arm, lifted her up so her feet dangled in the air, then slowly lowered her down. She felt his warm breath on her lips, too close to be appropriate in the middle of the dance floor.

“Take a good look around,” Alec whispered. “Think of how you’d like this day to be.”

Yalena’s lips parted as her jaw dropped slightly and her heart hammered inside her chest.

Alec dragged out the last bit with a Martian drawl that still sounded a little funny to her. “Because, Yalena Troian Russo-Tate, Lenly—I think we’re next.”

The fact that it wasn’t even a question made Yalena giggly. “I think we are going to be next.”

After all, Alec was her other half. The two of them existed in an odd state of cohesion, which made sense to them in a way it never would to people on the outside, looking in. She couldn’t help the grin that spread across her lips, because there was nothing that meant more than this moment. She didn’t need a ring on her finger. She didn’t care if Alec went down on one knee or spoke the exact words. When the time came, she wouldn’t even need a decadent party like this one. The only thing that mattered was that Yalena and Alec were going to spend the rest of their lives together. And that was enough for her.

Alec’s hands relaxed around her, even though their foreheads stayed pressed against each other for a while longer, and he led her into a dance again. The world had turned brighter, almost sparkling at the edges. Yalena’s heart felt like it would burst.

Before she’d accepted Chris’ invite to join STAR Academy, the only person she’d ever been close to had been Adeline. Now she was the maid of honor at her brother’s wedding, watching him vow to love her best friend forever. She was chuckling at Blaine and Natalia—the only couple that bickered as they danced. She was sneaking glances at Stanley and Adeline, amid another one of their spirited discussion, spying for any signs of the affection she’d started to suspect was developing between them, even if they’d stuck strictly to their parental roles until now. And, best of all, she was in the arms of her dream guy—the one she loved enough to call family.

After another series of twirls, Stanley tapped Alec on the shoulder. “Mind if I cut in?”

Alec gave Yalena one more fiery look to mean he did mind, but he stepped aside for Stanley. Her father took Yalena’s hand and she placed her other one on his shoulder.

“You look radiant,” he said with a knowing smile.

Yalena attempted her best inquisitive look, but she was overcome by chuckles. “Alec asked you first, didn’t he?”

“Very gentlemanly of him,” Stanley said. “Not that I’d have anything to worry about. Don’t forget I met him before I even met you. I saw you through his eyes before I knew you, and it was obvious how deeply he cares about you.”

“Does that mean you approve?” Yalena teased.

“I approve of anything and everything that makes you happy.” Stanley swayed her gracefully despite his slight limp. “I know I haven’t been there for most of your life, but I am grateful every day that I was able to get to know you, that I get to spend time with you.”

Yalena rather enjoyed the deep conversations Stanley was inclined to initiate with her. She suspected prison had made him more of a pensive person, but perhaps he’d always been that way. After all, growing up, he’d been shaped to lead the Fians—to make choices with regard to the near worlds, the hive engineers and Fian secrets.

With Felix gone, Stanley had settled seamlessly into that role, just like Yalena had slipped into her new position—as an ambassador for the hive engineers. The Scout—as he now called himself—had stayed behind to continue the collaboration between the races. Communication was still tricky at times, and the hive engineers hadn’t given any of their advanced technology to the humans, but they were fascinated with what seemed to be the first non-Novofex lifeform they’d discovered. Their message had remained clear since the Fian attack. Live and let live.

“I know, dad,” Yalena whispered. “Never look back with regret, right?” She was quoting one of his favorite pieces of advice to her.

“Never,” he agreed. “Even when the right choice comes at a great personal cost.”

He seemed lost in thought for a second, probably transported back to the time of his imprisonment.

“And sometimes you fight so that others don’t have to; you bear the consequences of imperfect choices, because someone has to.”

Yalena drifted to her own memories of Nico and the final fight that had won them the war. Sometimes the hardest part of thinking back to that day was knowing she didn’t regret it. As difficult and wretched as her choice had been, it had been the right one.

“That’s right,” Stanley said. “All any of us can do is fight for what we truly believe in, no matter the cost, because...” He seemed to be fishing for the next phrase, like a teacher trying to feed an answer to his favorite student.

Yalena beamed at him. She was his favorite student. “All we have is who we are.”
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As the son of the famous Unifier space station commander, Eric is used to being mixed up in STAR Academy business. When a secret of his dad's pushes a second agenda in the regular candidate selection meeting, though, he has to do his best to bring a special recruit on board.

Get an exclusive sneak-peek at Eric's life before STAR Academy and find out how the Class of 2208 came to be!

You can get this FREE short story prequel to The Unsound Theory by visiting my website.

After signing up, you will start receiving a monthly update from me, complete with news about my upcoming books, bonus content, quizzes and all things fun!
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