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      Only one rule existed here on Scarlatti: If you’re not good enough, people die.

      I released my pinky from the transmit button and pushed Circuit, my metal prosthetic leg, against the table. My chair squeaked-squeaked-squeaked across the concrete floor. Extra motors, hinges, cables, coils, driveshafts hung from ceilings, trailed from drawers. The furnaces stored down the hall flavored the air with musty smoke. I bet two corn rations a claustrophobic wouldn’t have lasted more than five mins. Despite Lewis’s constant mess, his tech repair workshop was a dark hovel of sexy.

      I wheeled around my completed projects crammed along the walls until the floating four-meter-long MapScreen on the other side of the room came into view. The diction software I just finished rewiring scrawled the words I spoke earlier across the Screen’s clear surface.

      Right beautiful.

      Lewis entered, not bothering to look at the Screen. “Ahead of schedule again, Breaker?” Lewis wiped grease and grit off his hands onto a half-apron, then tossed it into a bin with the rest of his filthy cotton bibs. Most had never been washed. As the only male in my immediate circle that believed in laundry, my aprons hung in a row above the container, clean as a newly bathed baby’s ass.

      I plopped the comm on the table and—thook—placed my feet next to it. “Would it be me otherwise?” The leather harness strap cut into my waist, thanks to the awkward angle of Circuit. I named him after the second attempt of rigging old mismatched project debris into a right leg, since he empowered me to get around. This Circuit was the 7.0 version.

      If the shot had hit a bit lower, I would’ve had enough leg left to strap Circuit to the stump itself instead of my waist, but it didn’t. The harness system I’d rigged six solarcycles ago to hold Circuit up was a spark of brilliance and the best solution I had come up with.

      I moved my blaster out of my holster to take some of the weight off my waist. “Some wannabe-genius tried to fix the Screen first. I had to rewire the⁠—”

      “Spare me.” Lewis held up a hand, grime still lining the cracks of his chapped palm. “How far out can the comm reach?”

      “Fifteen klicks.” Military scouts stationed at sections of the boundary fence routinely called in their observations. The recon reports were mapped on the Screen while transcribed records appeared in another column for reference later.

      Whenever the Screen broke, which happened almost every half cycle, we lost our ability to record our surveillance. The thing was so ancient, it’d probably been around before Chief Malvyn. Which was saying something. He’d been in charge of the compound for so long not even my Grandma could remember his first dia. Losing the tech was no problem if the scouts didn’t report anything suspicious. But if they did, the whole compound could strap on guns and be ready to fight in an hora flat. We had drills for this.

      The MapScreen also showed our section of the planet Scarlatti—our valley and the surrounding mountains, which both protected and trapped us. Differing colors marked the territories and their bloody important boundary lines. Green to our left. Blue to our right. Our red compound in the middle.

      Our land. And their land.

      If either of our two enemy tribes attacked, it would be them, not us, who would die.

      Like I said: surveillance and boundary lines. The key to surviving Scarlatti.

      “Can you double that?”

      I glanced at the ever-growing pile of tech waiting on the to-fix table for my attention. “Can I breathe?” I didn’t like having to backtrack on repeat projects. I picked up a dwarf wire, a small scrap from a stripped cable, straightening the kinks. Not straight enough. I rubbed it against the table’s edge.

      Lewis glanced at the skylight above. The sky had darkened a couple shades, blurring jagged shadows on the walls. “Storm’s coming.”

      I held the wire to the fading light. Better, but still not quite perfect. “And?” Storms didn’t come through our valley very often. But when one did, you couldn’t see through the downpour. Easy to be mistaken for one of them. Best to lock up and stay put ‘till it passed.

      “Storm means things get broken.” He gave me a pointed look. “And one time there’ll be something even you can’t fix.”

      “Hasn’t happened yet.” I shrugged with one shoulder. “Doubt it ever will.”

      Lewis gave me a look filled with one of his unspoken lessons, then walked over to the MapScreen. “How do you erase it?”

      “Swipe your hand.”

      Lewis waved his palm in front of my words on the MapScreen. Nothing happened. He waved harder. Nothing. His gut jiggled from another round of arm pumping. Still nothing. “What the hell you have to do, dance in front of it?” His lips barely showcased his metal tooth.

      I slid the wire into my calf pocket and limped to the MapScreen, Circuit thunking. “You gotta touch it.” My fingertips skimmed the Screen’s surface until the words dissolved into pixels, then vanished.

      “Show off.” Lewis gave me an affectionate cuff on the head. “Did you record your scouting results yet?”

      I pushed the comm into its designated spot in the Screen’s dinged metal frame. All fixed. “I was waiting until I got to the center.”

      “Best hurry up. You don’t want the storm to catch you. And if there’s something to report and you’re not there . . .”

      I switched off the stabilize setting on the MapScreen’s frame. It sank in the air a couple centis, bobbing free. “I know, I know.” I yanked on the frame and limped my way out of the workshop with the Screen drifting slow behind me.

      We all knew what could happen if we didn’t do our jobs.

      We could die.
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        * * *

      

      This time of dia, our two suns glowed copper. Our asteroid filled the sky above the Elik Mountains in the east. Our planet’s ring cut a distant pink stripe behind the asteroid until it disappeared into the distance. Next to it was the tiny dot of Carmesi, the only other planet in the Gemelos System. When our two moons were also raised, the sky in our corner of the Sirkel Galaxy was a pretty crowded party. With the growing storm clouds blowing in from the east, the airy expanse looked downright majestic.

      Sometimes I wondered what the sky would look like without the big-ass rock and other celestial paraphernalia blocking our perfectly good view of the stars. Our tablets said an infinite amount dotted the universe, but I’d only ever seen the sliver of stars in the west.

      Shoot. The closest I’d ever been to Carmesi was a view through a ‘scope.

      Circuit’s clunks echoed throughout the mostly empty streets. Everybody was inside, preparing for rain. A couple cycles back, a flash flood swept through and killed four people. Nobody wanted to be outside in case of a repeat. The concrete three-story apartment buildings always looked like they were blushing rust. They formed the maze leading to the square, the big open area in front of the center where we held our festivals and markets. Whoever attempted to beautify the compound by planting scarlet trees in the coppery clay failed. You could only improve a place smothered in shabby solapanels so much.

      Sounds of marching drifted from the square. I’d reached one of the entrances when the sounds solidified into Luka and his band of teen troops-in-training. They maneuvered right in front of me, blocking the sides. Which only left open the square’s middle.

      My lungs sagged to greet my stomach. ‘Stroids.

      I’d need to walk straight through the middle of the square to reach the center. Not good.

      You see, the square was shaped funny. The four sides lining the square were flat, but the middle was shaped like a bowl. Circuit didn’t do downhill. Uphill was manageable, but going downhill prevented pressure from applying to my hydraulic knee, which ensured Circuit’s collapse. Unless I planned on holding on to someone the entire time to avoid eating a face full of rock and concrete, I only walked along the edges.

      To get the Screen to the center to make sure our borders were still safe, I needed Luka—the same Luka who pretty much hated my ass—to move his trainees.

      Bloody wonderful.

      The wind increased in speed, stirring the telltale scent of the oncoming storm—damp wood and crisp mountain air—through the compound.

      “All right, you idiots,” Luka hollered, his too-big teeth poked out like a skull’s. He looked right creepy sometimes, and ugly was an ongoing struggle. “Just a routine march. Nothing special.” He swaggered along the lines of teens. Most of them had lost their shakiness by now. Those who hadn’t acclimated appeared orange from the suns illuminating their bloodless skin. The youngest, Frell, turned sixteen yesterdia. He clutched his gun, but the tremor in his hands caused it to click against his collarbone.

      In the compound, weapons were as commonplace as shoes. As soon as a kid could wobble upright, you handed him his needle packet, sheath of arrows, maybe a knife. But no guns until after basic training.

      Safety first.

      Chief Malvyn said guns used to discharge metal. Funny. It wasn’t as though we had a lack of metal, but we needed all we could get for real uses, like tools and bots. Why waste it on projectiles? Besides, chemical bonds hold the body together. Sever the bond between atoms and the body fell apart, or that specific area you hit fell apart. And, for some weird reason, smoke from the fission shot smelled like cinnamon.

      But the body still bled.

      I swallowed. “Captain Luka.” My tongue caught on the L and it was all I could do not to tear out the insubordinate muscle. Technically, Luka was my superior because every person helped out in the military after basic. I worked for Lewis in the workshop, but I also doubled as a scout, though I mostly recorded recon results. People forgot an amputated leg didn’t affect the vision.

      Luka turned to me. “Breaker.” He said my name like an insult. His mouth twitched into a nasty smirk.

      The sides of the buildings closed in and squeezed me until my insides twisted. Maybe I shouldn’t have rewired his cleaning bot three septdias ago. I programmed it to spit dirt into his bed and grind mud across any reflective surface in his apartment—including his guns. Now my moment of laughter came back to chomp my ass.

      Do it. Just ask him.

      “Can you move your troops?” I gritted my teeth as though grinding would keep my face free of humiliation. “Sir?”

      Just bang me.

      Luka put his hands on his holsters and flexed, showing off every kilo of muscle he put on in the past cycle. “And why should we move?” His fists curled like they were prepped to take a swing at my head.

      The heat of embarrassment burned my cheeks, my neck, my back. I focused on the rows of use-only-as-needed solabikes parked and locked at the base of the center steps. Their dented-up shells showed the amount of action they got over time. If only I could hop on one and drive it straight at the jarhead.

      Bang me now.

      He wanted me to admit Circuit wouldn’t function well on the downhill. He wanted me to admit I had to take a different route. I’d rather chew out my tongue. “I need to drop off this screen for Chief Malvyn, and I can’t when Captain Luka’s two-cycle-olds insist on playing with their new toys in my way.”

      “Too hard to find your way up the middle?”

      “I imagine your ex-girlfriend said the same thing.”

      A spurt of cackles erupted among his trainees. Luka silenced them with a glare. He turned that glare on me, and I knew he dreamed me baking in a fire pit and watching my flesh curl.

      I flicked my gaze upward. The clouds had morphed to black and were bulging with rain. If I didn’t want the MapScreen or Circuit damaged by the water, all that work wasted plus a reaming from Lewis, I needed him to move now.

      I wouldn’t—couldn’t—ask him again.

      We stared at each other. The air between us sizzled with another type of storm, one that had been building for cycles. Thirty whole secs passed when finally, Luka’s comm buzzed. He pressed to receive the call and nodded once. It wasn’t a let-me-get-on-that nod but a reluctant only-because-I-was-interrupted nod.

      I didn’t show my relief. The last time one of our spats brewed into a fight, I ended with a black eye and couldn’t tell the live end of a wire for a septdia straight. It almost got me fired.

      A voice spoke over the comm. “Captain Luka? Where are you? Over.”

      He pressed the button. “On our way. Over.” He gave me a final, alpha-male glower then gave orders to the trainees. They fell into formation and marched out for their routine border check, completely ignoring the brewing storm.

      I waited until they were long gone before I moved toward the edges of the square. One close encounter with Luka was more than enough. I wasn’t sure I’d be so lucky next time.

      Maybe there was a better way to have handled Luka. Maybe if I had thought faster, I could’ve come up with a better option than humiliating the lunkhead in front of his trainees. I needed to watch for his retaliation.

      I tugged the Screen up the steps, through the center’s massive double doors, and onstage. The concrete center was designed for functionality over beauty. Our ancestors misjudged the population growth when they built it, so the amphitheater-style benches weren’t nearly enough to stuff in five thousand people gathering for boring community updates. I maneuvered the Screen around the chief’s chair. Whoever built his seat-o’-power was not going for subtlety.

      I finally powered the Screen on and opened the map of the compound and our boundaries. Nothing suspicious happened during my scouting shift earlier todia, so I used the brown-mark mode and drew along the southern border where I was stationed. Then I wasted time reprogramming the comm link like Lewis wanted.

      “Border along the northern edge near River Run looks fine. Over.”

      I flinched. Frell’s voice sounded different over the embedded MapScreen comm. Less like Frell. Fighting will do that to you, make you less like yourself. His words appeared in a separate column like tiny marching soldiers.

      “Received. Over.” I smudged brown along the map at that spot.

      The front double doors creaked open. A head of frizzy hair poked through the crack, followed by a body of sinful curves.

      Happiness filled me. Tahnya came to visit! Then dread drowned it. Tahnya came to visit. I’d only ever been in one relationship, but I was pretty sure feeling dread when your girlfriend came for a surprise chat wasn’t a good sign.

      She slid down the aisle. “Breaker? Is now a good time?”

      She wanted to talk about our last quarrel. But I didn’t. I just wasn’t ready to address it yet. We hurled a lot of hurtful words. I glanced toward the stage exit. “Um.”

      Her voice softened, tentative. “Are we⁠—?”

      The front doors slammed against the walls. “Breaker!” Cal sprinted down the aisle, knocking Tahnya into the seats. His corkscrew curls stuck to his sweaty forehead and his widespread dark eyes were huge and shifting and panicked. “Breaker, I’m sorry. So sorry, man. I didn’t know.”

      Despite the sudden gratefulness that Cal came to distract our inevitable conversation, my chest hardened like my ribs were cast from iron. I clutched at the Screen’s frame. I knew every expression my best friend had. Something was really, really wrong. “What is it?”

      He fidgeted with the facial hair on his chin, and his pupils seemed to shrink. “It’s Brody.”

      I stumbled off the stage. My hands vised on his shoulders and I shook him. His head wobbled back and forth. Brody. My little brother. “What. Happened?”

      He grabbed my arms to wrestle free. “I don’t know, man. I took a piss. I only stepped away for a min. I didn’t know he was there.” His words spilled out so quick I almost couldn’t follow them.

      “What the hell happened?”

      “First, there isn’t anything suspicious. I didn’t see anything suspicious. And I came straight here to you. But I saw him when I came back from my piss. Sneaking by the west fence, man, right near the path. He broke boundary.”

      I took off in an awkward skip-run up the aisle. Tahnya reached out to me, but I blew by her grasping hand. “Cover for me, Cal!” I burst out of the center and bolted toward the row of solabikes.

      “Are you sure that’s a good—” Tahnya called. The shutting door closed off the rest of her concerned words.

      Too slow. I moved too slow with Circuit.

      I scanned my palm on the gravlocks, yanked one free of its slot. The bike slipped from my sweaty palms and bounced into the air. I snatched the handlebars again and swung my good leg over the seat. We hovered together a meter from the ground. A crack of thunder split across the compound and the first flecks of rain fell. The storm had begun.

      I revved the bike and drove off before sitting. My heart beat a presto tempo in my skull:

      Please not. Brody. Please not. Brody. Please not. Brody. Too.
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      I didn’t brake once until I reached the boundary fence and nearly face-planted in my rush to dismount. Panic gripped my ribs and my tongue felt thick with dehydration, like all the water from this storm wouldn’t stop me from dying of thirst.

      Of all the half-assed things. What was Brody thinking?

      Rain fell in a steady rhythm. I’d need to spend extra time rubbing down Circuit tonight to make sure he didn’t rust. We had the typical love-hate dependent relationship. We took care of each other because we had no other choice.

      The fence in front of me was old and cracked with random fallen wooden rails. I squatted near the lowest rail and pawed through the now wet stalks of crimson-brown grass. Too early in the solarcycle for this much death.

      There, hidden in the grass, a piece of wood shaped into a chordophone pick, labeled with an etched B. Brody must have dropped it.

      I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Brody! Brody!”

      Nobody was allowed to break boundary unless you were on hunting rounds and wanted a shot at the deercorns—three-horns, good meat—or on boundary duty. The land between here and the Heron Mountains in the west was technically neutral territory and belonged to no one. Too many good game trails passed through and everyone needed good protein. You’d think this meant a peace card for any who marched through the area. But a handful of cycles back, attacks started becoming more frequent. Now, neutral territory meant open hunting season on everyone.

      And if you were in trouble . . . the compound wouldn’t help.

      I couldn’t leave him out there. I had to go over the fence. Beyond the compound’s boundary.

      I was going to murder that kid.

      The tree branches on the opposite side created a tunnel. Ravines on either side had been dug deep for a grave ditch in case of a future blood bath. Water filled them now. No need to waste time or tears while shoveling, just dump the bodies in the pre-dug ditch. Time and pain in the past saved time and pain in the future.

      I set my foot on the lowest rail. The wood jiggled. Bangit. I couldn’t climb over the stupid thing. I pocketed the pick, got back on my bike, reversed, and aimed it at the fence. Even though the bike ran on solatech energy, the magnetic polarity of mineral deposits in the ground kept it afloat. In theory, the bike should pass right over the fence, since the fence wasn’t quite solid, so the bike would never lose complete contact with the ground.

      I revved the bike. A surge of solaenergy sent me flying toward the fence. I shoved on the handles right before I hit the broken rail, bouncing and soaring right over the fence. The bike didn’t even bounce on the ground on the other side.

      My chest tightened a notch.

      I just broke boundary.

      I hadn’t broke boundary in eight cycles.

      I swear there was still a faint smell of cinnamon, though the gun smoke couldn’t have hung in the air this long. Lining the ravine were the twelve gravecrosses. Rainwater ran like thinned-out blood off the names carved into the bars. The letters were slowly being erased by weather and time, as though the people were being slowly erased from our memory until they never existed.

      We set up the crosses as close to our land as possible to commemorate the slaughter. But it wasn’t the same, so I didn’t look for Brandon’s gravecross. This wasn’t where he actually died.

      I cupped my mouth again. “Brody!”

      Silence. Except for the steady thump of rain.

      “I’m going to scalp you.”

      More silence.

      “And then make you wash my workshop aprons for the next three cycles.”

      And more silence. The best sound I’d ever heard. Even though the silence meant Brody wasn’t close, it also meant nobody else was nearby.

      I drove past the aisle of trees, ditched the path, and headed left until I reached the river. The river flowed low, and boulders normally hidden jutted from underneath the surface. The water ground against the bank like incessant gnawing.

      I left the solabike tucked into the trees, stood with most of my weight on my left leg at the river’s edge, and jumped for the first rock. I landed. The rain made the top slick, and I wheeled my arms, shifting my center of gravity for balance. I waited until I was steady again before jumping for the next rock and the next. This would be so much easier without the rain and such a bloody heavy prosthesis. Maybe I’d focus on making Circuit 8.0 more lightweight.

      I reached the other side. The rain came heavier now, weaving through the red leaves and splashing against the ground. My entire body was as wet as the bank.

      Then I froze. Took a deep, steadying breath.

      I was on the Heron side of the neutral zone.

      Within mins, I found the big tree marked with the carved X, colored pink by the tree’s flesh. Against the evening, the mark practically glowed.

      But Brody was nowhere in sight.

      Maybe he missed the X and was deeper in the forest. Wouldn’t surprise me. He had only passed his fifth cycle when the attack happened and had only heard about the X. A scar deep in the bark, a scar even deeper in our hearts.

      I searched the ground for any hint of Brody. No luck. The rain washed all traces away. I shielded my eyes from the wet and looked for any glimpse of the asteroid to use as a guide. Nothing but solid, dark clouds.

      Instead, I mentally retraced my steps.

      I headed in what I thought to be southwest, into the trees. Heron trees.

      I stumbled across roots, smacked into trunks. I tucked my hands into my armpits. I swear, I’d never been so cold in my entire life, like every cell in me had been leeched of warmth. My clothes stuck to me as though I were dipped in a batch of electoglue.

      I could only picture my bed. My nice, warm bed. And Tahnya, if she forgave me for that last fight, in my nice, warm bed and a steaming bowl of that leftover⁠—

      A branch snapped. My entire body went Circuit-rigid.

      “Brody?” My whisper was as soft as moons-light. I ducked behind a trunk. Circuit squelched against the fallen leaves, and I winced at the noise.

      A figure wove in between the trees. A man, too muscular to be female. The air around me stilled, grew colder, as though raindrops froze in midair.

      My breath caught, and I pressed closer to the tree. A rivulet of frigid water poured on top of my head. I touched my holster. Empty. Where did I—? Lewis’ workshop.

      Oh ‘stroids.

      My lungs turned to ice. If I bolted, he would notice. If I hid, he would notice. If I breathed too loud, he would notice. My best chance for invisibility: stay put.

      Had he seen me? No, he bent to the ground, scooped mud between his fingers and wiggled them together. Globs fell to the ground. He held his hand to his face, sniffed, as though a predator trying to catch a scent. How could someone hunt in this weather?

      He shook his head once, then continued northeast.

      I leaned my head against the bark. The ice in my lungs didn’t melt until the figure was long gone.

      Stupid Brody. Stupid, stupid Brody.

      I needed to find him before someone else did.

      I shivered, tucked my arms around me, and kept moving. Circuit sank into the mud. His weight pulled at my lower back until my limp grew more pronounced and my foot started to drag. The trees grew thicker and the rain grew heavier until I could barely see two meters in front. The wind whistled in my ears, and wet leaves slapped my cheeks. How the hell could I find Brody in this?

      The ground dropped from underneath me and the world spun. I tumbled twice, then crashed directly on my tailbone. Mud splattered my forehead. The jarring traveled through my spine. I arched my back and groaned.

      My stump and my lower back, where all eleven kilos of prosthesis weight usually pulled, weren’t aching.

      I squinted through the rain. Circuit sprawled a couple meters away, the foot jammed into the mud as straight as those gravecrosses. “Come. On.” The force of the fall tore the leg right off, leaving me with a soaked, ripped up tunic-sock wrapped around my free-birding stump.

      I’d be lying if I said the sight of him abandoned didn’t make my gut lurch.

      I army-crawled over to my prosthesis, ripping a giant hole in the right elbow of my tunic. Circuit himself was okay, though all this grime would take me a solid hora to scrub off and oil down. However, one of the major straps that connected all the hooks to the top of the socket had snapped. Which rendered the hooks useless. Normally, I had to tighten the metal bands on the socket to keep it sturdy, kind of like a reinforced ball-in-joint. Without hooks, the socket didn’t have the needed support.

      I touched my stump and winced. I tried to peek underneath the tunic-sock, but my numb fingers didn’t want to cooperate. I had nowhere dry to wipe them, so I blew on my fingers for warmth until I could lift the fabric.

      When the fall ripped away Circuit, the socket and bands were dragged down the stump. No wonder the soreness.

      I breathed on my hands again until I could loosen the bands with my fingernails, fitting my sore stump into the metal socket. Even before I tightened the bands and reconnected any floundering hooks, my lower back and stump immediately sung in aching dissonance. Add that to the knifing cold that finally worked its way into my marrow . . . I would murder that kid.

      “Hang in there, Circuit. Been a long dia.” I untied my holster and knotted it in place of the broken strap. It’d have to work until I got home. I kept spare parts around for emergencies ever since I was twelve, when a bolt came loose above my knee a block from home. Back then, Circuit didn’t even have a functioning knee, just two bars of steel basically welded and screwed together. I was just getting used to hobbling around again after being bedridden for an entire cycle when it broke. I hadn’t even built anything close to a foot yet, only had a spike, so you can imagine how that went.

      I stood to test the weight. Circuit shifted in the mud, but the makeshift strap held. He would work. I massaged the massive knot on my lower back and studied my surroundings as best I could through the sheet of rain. I prolly wouldn’t have been able to find this tiny valley if I hadn’t fallen into it. Too many thick trees and bushes around the rim, like Chief Malvyn’s beard. No hope of finding a grin through all that hair.

      Could I even climb out? Maybe if I used the trees . . . Could definitely solabike it. Stars. I should’ve just driven. I should’ve been smarter. I should’ve been thinking ahead. I should’ve noticed the leather wearing out.

      A gust of mountain wind swept through the valley and plastered my tunic against my back. The cold wind sent another onslaught of shivers across my body like static electricity. The clouds parted, and the rain lifted as though someone flipped a switch. Light from the twin moons drizzled behind me.

      Suddenly, the night was quiet save for a remnant of trickling rain.

      The hairs on the back of my neck saluted. I wasn’t alone. I could feel its presence.

      I turned.

      A silver and black machine monstrosity lay cradled and honeycombed in overgrown foliage. The drifting moons-light backlit its massive curves, sparking off its sharp angles and highlighting its scale-like pattern. As big as my apartment building, the machine practically glowed in the moons’ reflection. My jaw dropped and I breathed like I do on a sugar rush. It was striking. Striking and beautiful and otherworldly. Unlike anything I’d ever seen. Unlike anything I’d ever dreamed.

      The machine looked undamaged, though the thick curling plants blocked most of my view. A walkway descended out of its belly on the right. The front end and very top was made of a glass-like substance, thick with dust. A disk-like structure jammed into the lower front end. The rear split into three exhausts, while the side exhausts rested underneath a bird-like wing. My head barely reached the bottom of the cylinders.

      I was aware of the rain’s moisture on my skin. I was aware of my size in relation to the distant strip of stars. I was aware of, not just a void, but a huge gaping wound in my life I only now realized was there, but whatever caused the emptiness—this, this, whatever this was—was the answer to filling it.

      I approached the side and rubbed my fist against the rust. The grit came off easy. Underneath lay a carved line, a nail-length deep. I rubbed more, following the traces of the etching upward, from side to side, until I couldn’t reach anymore, and wiped the gunk on my pants.

      The letter E. Our language.

      Exhausts and wings for flight. The strangeness of the machine. The pieces fell into order. I took a couple steps back, and my makeshift harness wiggled.

      A starship.

      The word tasted like a kiss. Full, mysterious, left me wanting more. “Aren’t you right beautiful?” I dragged my fingers along the hull, leaving wavy lines in the slimy grime.

      Before Grandma died, she told me stories of starships. They shot out flames and they soared among the stars, carrying the souls of people into the nearest sun after death. But I didn’t know they were real. I didn’t know they’d be so big. I didn’t know they’d be so, so . . . nova.

      I placed my foot on the walkway, leaning my weight. Seemed sturdy, despite the slickness from the rain. Twice my height, the doorway loomed large and dark like a stomach slit open. I moved forward.

      What if it did hold the souls of the dead?

      I stepped over a curling browned vine.

      What if it didn’t?

      I stood at the dark doorway. The air smelled stale. That was good then, no hole on the other side. Had anybody been here since the ship landed?

      My knee hit something solid. I glanced down. My knee shook so bad, it banged the side of the doorway. My knee hadn’t shaken since Brandon.

      Brandon.

      The X.

      Wait. If Brody did miss the X, he’d retrace his steps back to where he could cross the river. The river crossed northeast from here, which was the same direction that man . . .

      I scrambled quick as I could out of the valley. Brody, I need to find Brody. Mud sucked at Circuit. I grabbed at branches, trunks, everything to yank myself out of that pit. I hit tree roots and bushes but skip-ran like a crazed man toward the river. My whole body screeched, yet I still couldn’t move fast enough. The forest held me back. My frozen limbs held me back. My makeshift harness held me back.

      The bright moons-light showed his small form squatting at the base of the X tree, a solid stone’s throw ahead. He heard me, met my gaze, and a needle-like prick lanced my chest. He was Brandon’s twin, minus 68 kilos. Then Brody’s face gnarled and he scuttled backward.

      The man from the forest ran toward him. He was parallel with me, less than half a meter away, pulling a gun from ‘round his back. He brought the sight to his eyes.

      My lungs spasmed. “No!”

      I flung myself and tackled him. Eleven kilos of extra metal on your body tended to win those battles. The shot missed. We hit the ground and slid across the mud. He freed his fist and swung at my face. I dodged the blow. His fist connected with the ground. Knuckles cracked. He scrambled to his knees. The gun was there, right there at my feet. I could’ve grabbed it. Could’ve ended the fight there.

      Instead, I tackled him again, and he fell on his side. His fingers found my ear and yanked. Sharp pain exploded. I yelled. Then he let go and made gurgling sounds.

      Short, wet, desperate, choking sounds.

      I twisted. Pain sparked and I grabbed at my ear’s root. Brody was perched on the man’s shoulders, his meaty legs around the man’s throat.

      The man flailed and flopped and bucked. They both laid on their backs, shaping the ground into a perverse mud angel.

      “No, Brody. Let go.” My words came out weak—out of breath.

      “No.” Brody squeezed harder. The man’s eyeballs bulged.

      I lunged for Brody’s legs. My harness slipped, and I landed on my wrists.

      The man’s hands beat Brody’s calves. Beat out no, no, no.

      No use.

      “Don’t, Brody!” I shouted louder. “Don’t.” I jerked on his knees, but the kid had neutron thighs. By the time I worked my fingers in between leg and neck, the man had long stopped struggling.

      Brody unraveled his legs from the man’s head, which kudded against the ground.

      He was dead.

      Dead.

      I stared at the man’s eyes. Brown eyes. Brown curling hair. Bluish lips. The planes of his face still pressed with panic.

      Air couldn’t move fast enough into my lungs. My ears couldn’t clear of the ringing. The man wasn’t older than thirty-five. Plain clothes. Nothing remarkable. Like me.

      “What did you do?” I wheezed, as though I were the one strangled.

      Brody stood and brushed himself off like he brushed off crumbs after eating a slice of bread.

      “You can’t kill somebody without knowing, Brody.” My words scratched the air. My hands weren’t moving right. To get my real foot underneath me took more work than maneuvering Circuit.

      Brody shrugged. “It’s not like he was going to pause in the middle of fighting to politely ask for the test.”

      My frozen fingers fumbled for the bone button on my calf pocket. I took out the wrapped piece of cloth and unfolded the needle. I dropped it.

      Brody swiped the needle and flicked off the clod of mud sticking to the end. “I’ll do it. He was my kill.”

      I winced. Those words didn’t sound right coming from Brody.

      He knelt next to the body and took the man’s hand. He stabbed the index, squeezing until a drop of blood appeared.

      Green.

      Green blood.

      I croaked, a cry caught between fading despair, dry mouth, and dying adrenaline.

      “Stars. Oh stars, oh stars. Bang my dia. Bang my dia. What the hell we going to do?” A banging dead green-blood lay at my feet. That we killed. I bent over and breathed deep. “Oh hell, hell, hell, hell. We just killed a Heron.”

      Brody rewrapped the needle and handed it to me, all calm and smooth-like as if he knew he got away with snitching Mom’s honey biscuits. “See? It all worked out.”

      “You call this working out? I’d hate to see what you call a bang up.” I shook the cloth packet three millis from his face. “The whole point of the needle test is to ask for blood color first so that there’s no room for error.”

      He pushed away the cloth, annoyed that I would bother him with such a trivial detail. “Relax. His blood isn’t red. He’s not a dead Human. He’s a dead Heron. There wasn’t an error.”

      “Relax. Right.”

      “Even if he did take the test, he would’ve still been a green-blood. We would’ve had to do something.”

      Then the anger hit, heavy and thick like a cloud of coal smoke. This bastard almost killed my brother. I grabbed the hair at the back of my neck. But was he really going to kill Brody? Why else was he aiming to fire? I didn’t remember seeing him carry a weapon earlier.

      The man was going to kill Brody. No other explanation.

      And I almost didn’t get there in time because I couldn’t run fast enough with my stupid prosthesis.

      My amputation had almost cost Brody his life. His death would’ve been my fault.

      Like Brandon’s death.

      My fault.

      I wanted to rip Circuit off my stump, smash him into the nearest trunk.

      But I couldn’t do that to him. We needed each other.

      Instead I rubbed the back of my wrist across my forehead to stifle some of the heat leaking through my pores. I slipped the needle packet into my pocket and nudged the discarded weapon at my feet. My eye locked on a glint of sliver next to the gun, half-buried. I dug it out.

      A little metal boat.

      My throat closed. I traced the rusted-over wires. The fabric that used to be the sail had almost completely decomposed. I gripped the boat so hard the wires threatened to cut into my skin.

      I stuffed the toy into my calf pocket with the needle packet and took out the pick. I thrust it at Brody. “Do I need to build a bot to collect everything you drop?”

      “Nah.” He bent the pointed edge of the pick to test the strength. He shoved it into his pocket and grinned like the suns shined after a good evening rain. But even though the storm had passed, it was night now, and suns-light was a long, long way off. “That’s why I have you.”

      His grin sent a large wave of irritation through me. I cleared my voice of all emotion except big-brother sternness. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Brody’s grin vanished and he stiffened. “Leave me alone.”

      “That’s like leaving Mom alone when she’s in one of those mood swings. Dangerous.”

      “I can take care of myself.” He stabbed a finger in the body’s direction. “See?”

      “All I see is the gun that almost killed you if I hadn’t come.” I grabbed his collar and hauled him to his feet.

      He swatted me off.

      “What game do you think this is?” I said.

      He glared at the body as if the man were responsible for his own death. Then his shoulders sagged, just a bit, as though he finally realized the dead man was a slightly bigger problem than dumping out the trash. “What are we going to do with him?”

      A tangle of wires formed in my stomach that even I couldn’t unwind. Bang my dia. “I don’t know. We can’t bring him home. I’d have to explain why I didn’t shoot him and why we even came across him in the first place and that would get me in trouble. A green-blood on our land . . . ‘Stroids, Brody. This is why you banging don’t break boundary.”

      Now he had the decency to appear guilty. “Can’t we leave him? This is a neutral zone. No one would know it was us.”

      “Everyone would know it was us. The blue-bloods don’t come into this area. And if they do, it’s up north near the mountain range. We’re too far south. And when the Herons find him and retaliate, it would push us one step closer to an all-out war.”

      “Couldn’t we take him really close to our side of the zone and then say we saw him from our side of the boundary?”

      “No Heron is khaim enough to come so close to the fence.” Since the Herons valued intelligence and science, the Heron word khaim meant being so stupid as to have no brain function at all. Perfect description for Brody’s behavior. “And it wouldn’t explain . . .” I gestured toward the man’s strangled neck. Besides, taking him to our side of the zone meant dragging the body. I didn’t think I could handle looking at him for that long or manage moving him with my harness on the fritz. Where could we dump the body without too much trouble? I spun a 360. “I got it. We dump him in the river.”

      Brody scratched his chin as though thinking my idea over. “That could work. The body has to wash up sometime, won’t it?”

      “If it does, whoever finds it might think there was an accident. Especially with the storm.” I dragged the man by the wrists toward the river. Each step through the mud and puddles took balance and effort. The makeshift harness wasn’t going to hold for much longer with all this straining. “Or maybe they’ll think the blue-bloods killed him way up north and he just washed down.”

      Killed. My tongue filled with bitterness. How easily I could already name the thing we did.

      Brody watched for a min. “What did you do to Circuit? Did you try to fix an apartment light system with part of him again?” He took the body’s feet and waded up to his thighs, letting the body half-float along the surface.

      I snorted and kept Circuit out of the water. He wobbled for a moment, but I kept balanced. Only my left shoe squished into the river silt. “Next time I need to fix one of those, I’m going to use your brain. It’s just as dim.”

      Brody tossed a handful of wet leaves in my direction. The dead man’s hand caught on a patch of stiff weeds and his arm rose above his head like he was reaching a pot on the top shelf. A quick tug freed him.

      I swung the body around so his head faced the middle of the river and then released. The man drifted downstream, his empty eyes still gazing at the moons.

      Brody tossed the gun in afterward, tiny air bubbles rising where it sank.

      Stars and ‘stroids. Todia was not supposed to end with a corpse.

      At least the corpse wasn’t Brody’s.

      We crossed the river and rode the solabike together over the fence. The final clouds above scattered and the night sky returned to its normal crowded, dark self. Tension released from my muscles once I was on the right side of the compound fence. Everything about tonight reinforced what I already knew.

      People die when you break boundaries.

      People die when you can’t think of a better solution fast enough.

      People die when you can’t haul your ‘stroid together.

      People die when you don’t do your job right.

      This was the one rule when you come up short:

      People die.

      We arrived at the square and skirted around the middle, which had turned into a lake. Some kid had left their scrappy raft half-sunk in the water. But pulling into safety didn’t stop the stream of curses muttered under my breath.

      “You wouldn’t have done it, Breaker.” Brody’s breath warmed my spine. He used the same tone Tahnya used to keep from upsetting the stingflies when she’s collecting honey.

      Brody was six when he stopped holding me around the waist even though we could reach a good two meters in the air. I should’ve known then he’d do things I’d never be comfortable doing. I was tempted to stop the bike in the middle of the square, hug him, pat down his bushy hair the way I used to when he was that little. And then tether him to me to make sure he never almost-dies again.

      The lump in my throat felt as big as the asteroid.

      He almost died.

      “That’s why I killed him,” Brody continued. “I know you wouldn’t have.”

      I was glad I didn’t stop the bike. He couldn’t see the evidence of shame creeping across my cheeks. My little brother by five cycles didn’t think I had the gumption to protect him.

      He was wrong.

      Brody kept going, “I came out to visit without Mom knowing. I just wanted to see the X.”

      I understood. Grief likes to be tied to place.

      “Tell her you were watching me work.” If our mother found out Brody broke boundary, she’d be so angry he’d be imprisoned in his bedroom until he, well, died. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea.

      But then he’d never speak to me again. Losing him that way was the same as losing him in death. Both would cut in me a permanent hole. I didn’t know what I’d do if I ever had to choose between losing him relationally or to death.

      “Your work’s boring. I’ll think of a better lie.”

      I snorted. My short laugh released pressure, but not that niggling feeling, the want of something more. Despite everything, I still wanted to return to the starship. Maybe if I could light the way somehow, the man’s soul could journey into one of the suns’ burning cores.

      After I parked, Brody leapt off and stomped ahead of me, taking time to splash in a puddle. His short, sturdy legs showed no sign of what they did earlier. When he passed the planted trees, their sensitive branches lost a couple leaves. Even though I stopped the man from shooting Brody, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I didn’t save Brody at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            MALANI

          

        

      

    

    
      I crammed the last of the fish appetizers I snitched from the kitchens between my teeth. The tiny square melted on my tongue, filling my mouth with churned goatling milk while the last sun disappeared beyond the tiptop mountain rock.

      Time to fly. I stood against the view of dying gold and dusted crumbs off my moon-white dress. Here, on the backside of the Elik Mountains, the brightest stars already shined. I spent the last hora on the glass roof of the nursery wrestling my nerves under control. The low-key nausea in my gut was as calm as I’d get. I tucked my dress between my legs, unfurled my metal wings to their full four-meter span, and dove.

      The air was comforting silk on my cheeks. The pearls and crystals woven into my wings’ sharp tips created flashes of light on the roofs below. I asked this monsa’s foster family for the extra glitz and glam, and they even let me have the silver slippers that felt like starlight. I landed outside the dance hall underneath a sign decorated with artistic renditions of suns. My wings folded. I tugged the extra fabric of my dress over them and buttoned it into place at the base of my neck. To not show up to the Twin Suns Festival, one of the Elik’s two biggest holidias, would be a punch in their cultural face. The last thing I wanted was to make a scene. I already stood out like a metallic white ghost.

      A throng of people entered the hall, giving berth around me like a boulder diverting water. The space between us scraped my heart, sucking the joy from my short flight. I straightened my back as much as I could with my wings’ weight. Tonight, I would have fun. I followed behind the crowd through the thirty-meter high copper doors, which radiated a frosty blue aura.

      The grand entrance blazed with color. I clasped my hands to my throat. Citrus and coriander clung to my nostrils and my hands already itched to chip and chomp on a fistful of the ice sculpture in the corner. Giddy tambourines and harp clusters and skin drums trolled away, filling my ears with bright dance-ready music. Already dresses kissed the floor and skirted along like birds across the surface of the ocean. Through the massive windows lay the view of the other side of the mountains, a luscious red valley bathed in dusk.

      A tap on my shoulder. “You plan on dancing or staring out the window all night?”

      When I faced Fic, his thin body blocked my view of the banquet tables. His eyes were full of jokes he hadn’t yet told.

      I squared my shoulders and faked trying to sneak a peek of the food behind him to cover my thrilled smile. Fic approached me. Me!

      I groped for a strip of wayward hair to pop into my mouth, but my white dreads were still piled tightly on my head. I wrapped my arms behind my back to make up for the gesture. “Depends if you plan on asking.” My voice squeezed through my lips higher than normal.

      “Well, then.” He took my elbow and guided me toward the center of the hall, sparking my arm with a streak of fire. “Let’s go.”

      The music had switched to a slow dance. We stood in line with the others, my white dress the only one not part of the rainbow assortment. We bowed and curtsied to each other, then began. The lines stepped together, touching hands in the space between us. He circled me, his hand trailing under my wings along the ribbon belt around my waist. Tingles raced to my face.

      “I remember when I taught you this dance.” His whisper trilled along my bare neck.

      I turned away so he didn’t notice my blooming cheeks. So do I. Dances were a part of Elik school curriculum. Hard to learn when you’re tutored alone and your teachers won’t go near you. When Fic’s family hosted me six monsas ago, he stayed up late for a fortnight until the moons descended so I could master several dances. I never could express the depth of my thanks.

      My turn to encircle him.

      His fingers brushed my waist one last time, then I was passed to another Elik man wearing a deep sapphire dress tunic. The geometric pattern on his hem swayed to the music. I put my hands in the middle, but he kept his hands centis from mine. Close enough to be acceptable. Not close enough to touch.

      I lifted my chin. I will have fun. I will have fun. He encircled me, still keeping the space between us.

      I encircled the man and passed with relief to my next partner. I positioned my hands in the middle, but my new partner didn’t even bother to offer his. He only gave my covered wings a look filled with disgust.

      The sides of my vision morphed scarlet. I withdrew my hands with a snap.

      Not every guy is like Fic.

      I left the line, but not fast enough to avoid hearing the insult muttered in my wake: “Red-blood.” I walked more quickly toward the windows, my slippers scuffing across the floor, until the music blended into the background. I waited until the heat of embarrassment faded from the sides of my vision and leaned against the pane. I glanced toward the rest of the room.

      The festival wasn’t as colorful as I first thought. Even the Elik king and queen on the far side of the room, normally so lively in their vibrant blues, didn’t seem as excited to be here tonight.

      I was used to this rejection. Been used to it for ten cycles now. I didn’t know I hoped tonight would be different until I felt the disappointment settle like sediment.

      Why did it still surprise me?

      I drew finger-moons in the foggy canvas my breath left on the glass.

      Better to have stayed on the rooftops.

      “You left,” Fic said from behind me.

      I breathed onto my drawing to add more “paint” and fingered in the city itself. “Nobody noticed.”

      “I did.” He reached over my shoulder and drew rays on my two moons. My breath wavered at his closeness, and I wanted to lean into his warmth. “It’s the Suns Festival. The Moons Festival isn’t until next septdia.” He added pointy triangles to represent the mountains hiding our glass city of Houtiri.

      I looked at his fingerprints. I’d still be standing on the sidelines no matter what holidia this was.

      “Why don’t we start this night over for you?” He moved in front of me and waved like the first sun passing overhead. “Hello.”

      I mimicked the wave, a symbol of the second sun passing. “Hello.” The tinkling of the dripping icicles hanging along the windows distracted me. Their droplets created complex patterns along the glass. The water hit the floors millis from my feet, bathing them frigid.

      Tink. Tink.

      “I wanted to ask you before I officially join the army . . .” Fic’s voice dipped at the end like a bow. When the royals sent out a decree asking for more troops, his enthusiasm had bubbled everywhere. Now, he focused on his toe digging against the floor. “I mean, I know we’re really different . . .” He took my hands, not like the touch in the first step of the dance but a firm hold that whispered of safety.

      I was warm and fuzzy and suns-shine all over. It took all of my restraint not to clench his fingers but instead gently squeeze his hands. Maybe this night could be redeemed.

      He finally looked up. His eyes were wide, as though he didn’t really expect to get this far in his short speech. He touched my temples, and his fingerpads came away tinged with sparkles.

      Tink. Tink.

      “But not that different,” I said. The glass city was our home. When you have a home in common with someone, all other details fade like background music.

      Details like the color of your blood.

      “No.” He bent his head closer to mine and a smile ghosted his lips. “I guess not.”

      My temples turned tingly. And dizzy. And this festival was magical. And I didn’t care if nobody else wanted anything to do with me and his lips were millis from mine and I loved this city and I loved these people, my people, and I loved⁠—

      Tink. Thrick.

      I jerked away.

      His mouth snapped shut. His face closed off. I wanted to say he misunderstood, that all I really wanted was to have him bathe me with his happy happy kisses and crush me to him, wings and all, but, in the next pane over, a giant shadow hit the window.

      Crick. A small crack appeared like a spider web. The web spread, shooting the length of the window like a rocket. Another shadow hit the center of the web.

      The glass shattered.

      Icicles and glass plummeted with a roar. I blocked my face. When I uncovered my eyes, movement and shrieks filled the hall, and Fic pitched into my arms.

      What—?

      I stumbled backward under his weight and pushed him against a supporting pillar. His head lulled to one side. His eyelids fluttered uncontrollably.

      “Fic!” I shouted. “Fic!” I slapped his cheeks.

      Warmth gathered at the folds of my dress. I looked down. Blue Elik blood pooled onto the white, the early morning sky smashing into the moons. My heart sputtered to catch up. Around me, a silence coned.

      Fic. Bleeding. Shot in the back. Through the stomach. My dress.

      Fic.

      Bleeding.

      Fic grabbed my arm. His eyes blinked open and sound flooded my eardrums and it was overwhelming and I couldn’t filter—shrieking, gunshots, wailing, stomping, death. “Get out of here, Malani. Go!” His weak yank wasn’t enough to even tip me toward the now-open window.

      In front of us, the shadow multiplied into a multitude firing weapons into the hall. All dressed in war green.

      Green.

      They weren’t shadows. They were Herons.

      Icy terror stormed. The panic and desperation I once felt flooded me now.

      Everything soft careened against the inside of my body. The hall shrunk in size until no amount of air could satisfy my lungs.

      Nowhere to run. Nowhere to go.

      A couple of my dreads fell free from its twisted knot from my body’s trembling. I had spent the last ten cycles knitting the fragments of my broken brain. Ten cycles healing to become an almost functional person. Ten cycles here for nothing. Because the threads holding me together were now just that—threads.

      Ugly ugly memories crawled: The sterile table spotlighted in the center of the lab, the heart monitor beep beep beeping crimson lines, my entire back seizing from arching too much from the fierce pain.

      My terror forced my brain to latch onto details.

      Dancers sprinted across the floor toward weapons stashed against the wall. Snippets of song broke through the gunshots.

      Blue and green blood swirled to form black puddles.

      Fic dipped again. My body turned on auto. I caught him by the armpits and laid him gently on the floor.

      A little girl wearing pink and frills ran toward her parents across the room, until the shot in the side of the head stopped her. She fell next to the fish bites, her hand catching a bowl of pudding. Her blood mixed with the dessert on the frosted glass floor to form a star-shaped stain.

      A phrase of the Heron language crashed across the room: “Find the red-blood.”

      They were here for me.

      Any rational thought left was obliterated.

      “Go.” Fic gasped and his eyelids fluttered. My hand on his neck still found a faint pulse.

      I stood. I was at the window. I put my hand on the jagged edges of glass and peered over the cliff front. I could flee. Flee and survive this. In my mind, I was already in the sky, far far away. But in reality, my body hadn’t moved.

      The people who had saved me and given me these wings and housed me for ten full cycles would die.

      Because of me.

      The irrational part was too strong now. I faced the carnage, raised my arms, my hands shook shook shook. And opened my wings. I wanted the pearls and crystals in case Fic asked to have a private moment outside so the lights would catch and play beauty. But now they played my people’s tears. My wings created deformed shadows on the ground, and I knew my backlit white dreads made my head glow.

      “Stop,” I screamed in Heron. This was the first time I’d spoken Heron since the Elik rescued me from their labs. I hadn’t forgotten any. Their language was beautiful and sounded like music and not at all like the lab tables and the test tubes and the torture they were so fond of. You can’t forget a language like that.

      The firing ceased. The shrieking calmed. I could see how I appeared to them in their expressions. A wounded Elik, clutching his blown-apart leg, blue blood squirting between his fingers, scooted away from me and toward a Heron soldier.

      The movement would’ve sent a resounding kick if I wasn’t so numb. Between the Heron’s massacre and my four-meter spanned self, my people chose the Herons: I was the unknown menace.

      I lowered my arms. The Herons hedged toward me, cautious. They didn’t want to risk flight.

      Well, I wouldn’t run. Not now.

      Nowhere to run. Nowhere to go.

      The terror filled me with details again. Their hesitant steps. Boots crusted with mountain grime. The click of weapons readying to fire.

      Please please please, leave me alone.

      But there was no use negotiating with a nightmare.

      “Leave them alone and I’ll come with you.” My resolute voice did not match my shrinking heart.

      They moved close enough to tackle me and shackled my wings. Pain stabbed between my shoulder blades. They forced me out the window. My slippers snagged on the jagged glass. One tumbled tumbled tumbled down the mountain face. I followed the shoe until my eyes burned from squinting.

      They shoved a needle into my neck and hoisted me up the cliff by my hands. I caught one final glimpse of Fic on the floor, drowning in his own blood.
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      Last time I had been a Heron captive, I had a bed; this time I received a stone slab. Last time I had a sliver of suns-light from a cell near the surface; this time they stashed me in a cell deep underground. Outside the bars, a single artificial light illuminated the hallway, pulsing at the same rate as my headache. The left led deeper into the mountain. The right led to the core that made up the center of the Heron city. Its cylinder shape ensured prisoner screams could echo for all to hear. The truly dangerous prisoners were kept so far below, fresh air ever rarely circulated.

      In the cell on my left laid a skeleton, still chained to the wall. The bones had turned a splotchy yellow.

      A warning of what would happen to me if I didn’t behave.

      I drew my knees to my chest, hugged them, and leaned against the wall as best I could with my wings still shackled. My butt all the way to my lower back turned numb, and my knees poked through my shredded dress. My body felt made from paper, as though I didn’t belong inside and a single hard tug could pull apart my joints. Every sense was turned on high.

      I hated how the smell of wet stone, of underground air—of Heron—seeped inside me. I hated how I’d never be able to scrub the scent free of my skin. I hated how I was already preparing for my throat to turn raw from screaming.

      I needed to move to keep blood circulating. I needed to shut my eyes for the headache to pass. I needed to picture the open skies, the dying ruby tint of the suns-set.

      With my pinky, I traced the prayers etched into the wall. Mostly Elik liturgy, the prayers were dedicated to Selah for forgiveness, courage, and a quick death. Judging by the amount of wild and illegible scratches, I didn’t think she answered that last one often. I toed the stained pot they left for me to pee into. Because that’s all I was worth, they said. A refuse pot. My movement stirred a whiff of foulness.

      My stomach rumbled. I didn’t get a chance to eat at the festival before Fic⁠—

      Fic. Shot.

      I would never hear his question. Who knew how many other Elik died?

      Because of me.

      The thought burned as much as the muscles at the root of my wings.

      I fought my wrist restraints and peeked at my palms. Grabbing the broken window had sliced them. Only rose-pink lines remained, the beginnings of scars. These were so thin, they’d disappear within a dia. But some wounds never heal.

      I touched the splatters of dried blue blood on my dress and crusting flakes broke underneath my nails. Splashed in between Fic’s Elik blue blood were droplets of Heron green and my Human red. I looked like a shattered rainbow. The nausea overwhelmed my hollow body and I didn’t bother keeping it in. I aimed for the pot. The hollowness settled again.

      Move. Wipe it off.

      Wiping my thumb against my lips took most of my energy.

      The gate creaked open. I raised my head.

      King Oma had arrived, his dark-green robes thronged at his feet. Swirling green ink masked half his face, creating two suns, two moons, and an asteroid. I recognized the creation myth in the ink. Heron mythology wasn’t too far from the Elik’s. Both believed the suns and the moons were children of the asteroid god, Astook. The two sets of twins ruled morning and night, but the Elik had always been fond of Selah, the larger and big sister of the moons.

      King Oma’s massive body mobbed the gate frame and his eyes scourged my pinned wings, devouring.

      Urgency built in my belly, worming up my throat. My temples were hot, my body was ice, and the edges of the cell blurred. I couldn’t—I couldn’t do this. Do you hear?

      The memory was too colorful and loud to stop—the way the ceiling shot backward and the world danced whenever I arched in excruciating pain, and I desperately wanted to become nothing. I shifted and drew my wings into my back, but the shackle only let them fold a couple of centis. I huddled into the corner as though my limbs could actually protect me.

      Don’t show it. Don’t show your weakness.

      “Fascinating,” King Oma murmured in Heron, his tone turned the musical word slick and smooth and slithery. He was the first to have spoken to me since my kidnapping. The asteroid on his cheek moved with his words. King Oma came closer. His robes were as silent as my slippers on the dance floor. “Can you feel them?”

      Hearing a whole sentence in Heron still felt a little fuzzy, like a color whose name escaped my tongue. He reached for my wings. I lifted my elbow to swat away his hand.

      The movement gave me control over my body again.

      “Please let me go home.” As soon as I spoke, I wanted to hit myself. I needed to be demanding, whole and powerful, not a flimsy pushover.

      He swiveled his head like a wound-up clock hand. His gaze was iron and just as warm and yielding. “This is the closest thing you have to a home.”

      “Houtiri is my home.”

      He laughed like he couldn’t believe I’d be so naïve. “You’re a Human with Elik-made wings with a Heron name. You have no home.”

      This made me still. My name meant a gift from the heavens. A gift the Herons decided was theirs to claim. Such a soft name for a person with invading bright colors in lieu of normal memories.

      I curled my fingers into fists. I can do this. I can beat him.

      His tone changed from silky smooth to dagger-sharp. “Experiments like you shouldn’t belong anywhere but on a lab table to be studied.”

      I clenched my jaw and imagined his flesh between my teeth. He’s trying to get inside my head. Trying to break me down. Trying to turn my will into dust.

      I’m not as fragile as he wants me to be.

      “That’s not true.” But even I didn’t believe what I said.

      “Isn’t it?” He gently undid the shackle trapping my wings, like a father tending to his injured daughter. My muscles vibrated from relief. He then untied my hands.

      I tried to breathe steadily. The worst part was, deep in my secret self, some part of me agreed with him. I didn’t deserve to belong anywhere but on a lab table. A sob rose in my throat.

      I unfolded my wings to stretch out the cramp and distract my tears from coming. The feathers scraped the stone with their metal tips, then I folded and buttoned them under the fabric of my dress. It was a good way to keep them out of sight but made me look like an old lady bent with calcium deficiency.

      King Oma’s face was so bright with eagerness, it turned almost iridescent.

      Disgust coated my tongue. My feathers twitched. I wanted to ram my thumb into his eye, poke out that brightness. But standing up to him meant believing in myself. I closed my thumb inside my fist. The Herons stole whatever self-belief I had built when they kidnapped me from the dance hall. I couldn’t stand up for myself then, when I had so much more to lose. Why should now be any different?

      “I think you were eight the last time we saw each other. Am I right?” He focused on my shoulders, where the swell of the fabric suggested the wings. I wanted to flail, scream, anything to stop him from studying me with such calculating hunger.

      I slouched instead. “I’m supposed to believe you haven’t been counting the cycles?”

      He held up his hands, an innocent gesture for a not-so-innocent man. “You caught me. Ten full cycles. I have kept close tabs on you ever since our scouts saw a pale, flying girl.”

      I swallowed what felt like a lump of sand. He watched my flights. I thought I was free in the skies, in my safe place. Apparently not. “How did you know the girl was me?”

      “Our scouts know what you look like. Even if your hair is now white.”

      I clenched my hands to keep from pushing back my loose dreads.

      “Now,” King Oma continued, “if you were in my position, what would you do?”

      “Leave me alone?”

      “Ah, but the Elik attacked us unwarranted, and took you right from the testing room.” His tone was indignant, as though this was the most outrageous thing on the planet. “Next thing we know, you have wings. And I’m not supposed to investigate?”

      Push the nausea down. Keep pushing it down. I imagined myself a hand in water, cupping air and pushing it through the liquid. I couldn’t let any escape, couldn’t show this weakness. “They were trying to keep me alive after what you did.”

      He sauntered back to and leaned against the gate, tracing the ink around his eye with his fingertips. He reeked of power and ease, while I could barely hold myself together. “Tell me about the Elik.”

      He said it so casually. Like I would simply open my mouth and spill out all their secrets after they rescued me from this place. I suppressed the shudder. There were ways to make me talk. I wasn’t foolish enough to think I could withstand them. I focused on the crick-cracks in the ground.

      “Five cycles ago they upped their attacks in the neutral zones. Why?”

      The cracks wove like a snake: in, out, around the cell. My eyes dried with focus. My silence didn’t bother the king.

      “If you will not answer that, then tell me why the Elik troops are moving closer to the valley.”

      I finally looked up. I saw no hint of mercy in those eyes, but there was something else. Fear. What was King Oma afraid of? Me?

      Hardly. If he knew how easily he could crush me, he’d already be doing it. “What makes you think they would trust me with this information? I’m nothing to them.”

      “You’re something to them.” He tilted his head against the gate as though he had every sec in all of time at his disposal. “What, I don’t know yet.” He leaned forward. “Why the sudden interest in the valley?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What are they planning?”

      “I told you, I don’t know.”

      He leaned back again, his movement not as sure as it could be.

      Then I understood. He was afraid of the Elik military. He was afraid of an attack. But that didn’t make sense. The Herons have always had a stronghold here with enough resources, enough men, enough walls keeping out the world. Out of the three tribes, they were considered the cruelest, the ones to truly dread.

      He was never afraid of the Elik before. So why was he afraid of them now?

      I kept my voice soft and unthreatening. “What happened?”

      The king didn’t look away, confirming my suspicions. Something happened. But neither did he answer. I’d have to find out the truth another way.

      “I’ve only heard rumors of a metal like yours.” His pupils glinted as hard as the suns-light off my wings. The change in subject didn’t escape me. “I’ve never seen anything like it on all of Scarlatti. And to think they made a flying Human out of it . . . Ingenious.” He spoke almost like he really meant it, but this was King Oma and there was another tone hidden in there I couldn’t quite decipher. “How did they do it? Where did they find it?”

      I shifted. If I told him, he wouldn’t let me go home. If I didn’t tell him, he would pin me down and run tests anyway. The unrest in me climbed higher. I didn’t know where to look. At his eager face, at the soldiers lined outside the gate, or at the flaking blood on my dress.

      Please please please let me go.

      The realization settled over me like a heavy fog. Nothing I could say would end in a win for me. My lips were old and puffy and I fumbled, “I don’t know.”

      King Oma’s eyes narrowed. If I hadn’t spent so much time in the past with him, I probably wouldn’t have noticed the slight movement.

      I couldn’t keep the nausea down any longer. Vomit pushed past my teeth. I barely had time to aim to the side. I wiped my wet lips with the back of my shaking wrist.

      “Ah. I see.” He pushed against the gate. His body grew taller like a monster from my nightmares. Or maybe I was reverting into my eight-cycle-old self. He gave a lingering look at the skeleton in the next cell. “I’ll let you think about it. Maybe you know more than you realize. Otherwise, tomorrow we can visit some of your favorite haunts again, to celebrate your return.”
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