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      Hey, kiddo. It gets so much better. See? We’re published now!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      In my ideal future, there is space for everyone to find their happy ending. As part of my commitment to promoting diversity, I want to take the opportunity to uplift diverse voices when I can. Please check out the recommendations list in the acknowledgements section for books by asexual and aromantic authors that I’ve enjoyed reading recently.

      Additionally, I want you to feel secure while reading my book, so please note the content information below.

      
        	Strong language

        	Character death (off-page)

        	Adoption trauma

        	Open-door sex scene

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WANT MORE CITY OWL PRESS BOOKS?

          

        

      

    

    
      Click here to sign up for the City Owl Press newsletter and be the first to find out about special offers, including FREE book days, contents, giveaways, cover reveals, and more!

      

      Sign up now and become a City Owl Reader today! And join our City Owl Reader-Author group here for even more deals and a whole lot of community and fun!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BEFORE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Phoenix Refuge, Halcyon

      

        

      
        Year 3730, Week 3,

      

        

      
        Dayfour

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BEFORE

          

          Miri, Age 8

        

      

    

    
      The reporter turns to face the cambot floating at his shoulder. It captures a wide shot of the scene: crashing waves on an idyllic tropical beach, a Refuge’s thatched roof huts in the background. And in the foreground, twenty children between the ages of four and seventeen, arranged in rows, most of us wishing he’d get on with it so we can go eat lunch.

      “I’m here with the Ediya Experiments for another interview,” he announces. “These twenty children were conceived of stolen DNA, fertilized in test tubes, and birthed from incubators. Just four weeks ago they were rescued, thanks to young biology student Amy Ediya, niece to the mad scientists who were performing illegal tests on these poor innocent souls. Now, weeks after their miracle rescue, how are they feeling? How are the youngsters integrating into Halcyon society? And what’s next for the Ediya Experiments?”

      “If he calls us ‘experiments’ one more time, I’m going to kick him in the shins,” my best friend Clara whispers behind her hand.

      I hold in the giggle that’s bubbling up in my throat. The cutesy nickname the newsies gave us is annoying, but if I ruin the shot, the reporter will only keep us here longer. Last week he made us redo a whole section of the interview because Harris kept loudly repeating a curse word he heard the reporter mutter under his breath.

      “Let’s start with the oldest.” The cambot zooms in on Raoul’s face. His expression looks a bit constipated underneath his pasted-on smile. “Raoul, at age seventeen, you’re the big brother of the group. Do you think you’ll be sad to say goodbye to the younger ones when they get adopted?”

      We all look at Raoul as he opens his mouth to answer. The reporter is only repeating what we’ve told him in previous interviews. We consider each other siblings, and skinny, brown-haired Raoul has always been our protector. But he does get annoyed with us a lot. Sometimes he uses mind control to put us to sleep just so he can have some peace and quiet. It doesn’t work on me very well, but that’s fine—I’m not noisy.

      From the conflicted churning of the energy aura around him, which displays his emotions as colors, I can tell that part of him is glad to shed the weight of his responsibilities. Lightning flashes of yellow tell me he’s even a little excited.

      But he can’t say that to the newsies. So he mumbles something about how we’ll all miss each other, which is true. He will miss us. There’s dark gray sadness mixed in with the excitement in his aura.

      I blink, focusing hard on Raoul’s solemn face instead of the colorful energy radiating from him in a halo. I have to remember that the newsies can’t see auras the way I see them. No one can—just me.

      The reporter goes down the line, asking a variety of questions. Some are about our upcoming adoptions. Obviously, twenty kids can’t go to the same home, so we’ve been split into singles and pairs, and we’ll be scattered across a dozen different households. Losing each other is maybe the scariest thing that’s happened to us so far, and that’s counting the space battle during our rescue.

      Some of his questions are about adapting to life here on Halcyon. That’s been hard too. We were raised by nannybots and a skeleton crew of scientists who failed to teach us how to exist in a world we’d never seen. Every day is a new surprise, and often a new embarrassment. New rules stacking up on each other. Saray went outside in a thunderstorm and got scolded, but she didn’t know what lightning was, let alone that it could have killed her. Table manners continue to elude the youngest kids; Ian keeps asking why spaghetti and pizza are made with the same sauce, but one requires utensils and one is for eating with hands. Not to mention the strange new array of flavors and textures that take getting used to after a lifetime of tasteless, nutrient-dense space station food.

      When the reporter comes to me, he locks me in with an intense stare. I freeze. My siblings and I look human like everybody else, but sometimes our catlike golden, reflective eyes make people do a double take. It’s the only outward mark of the genetic modifications that make us who we are—the reason why we were born at all.

      “Miri. Our shy little sweetheart. I heard a rumor, and I wonder if you can tell me if it’s true.”

      I stare at him, trying not to see the voracious spikes in his energy. Trying to notice only the stray beard hair on his chin that’s a centimeter longer than the rest.

      “I heard,” he says, his voice hushed but plenty loud for the cambot at his shoulder to pick up, “that you kids have some kind of superpowers. I heard the Ediyas were trying to push human evolution farther than it’s ever gone. Tell me, is it true?”

      Fear washes through me. He’s leaning too close, and I wasn’t prepared to answer this question—I expected him to ask about adoption. He did this on purpose, I realize, watching the way his aura quests greedily outward like grasping fingers. He thinks by surprising me, he can get me to tell secrets.

      My instinct is to shove him away. My energy butts up against his, and he rears back in surprise. I don’t know what it feels like for him—maybe he thinks it’s the intense glare on my “sweet” face that makes him recoil—but I can see the interplay of the aether between us. With the pure force of my will, I’m making him back down. If I poke at just the right spot in his aura, I can even make him apologize…

      “Cut the cam!” a sharp voice interrupts, and the reporter turns away, his face scrunching in a flash of frustration.

      Amy Ediya strides toward us across the beach. She’s wearing nothing but a waterproof black underlayer, which covers her from shoulders to upper thighs but leaves her arms and legs bare. Her bouncy curls are soaking wet. Sand sticks to her legs as, with each furious step, she kicks it up. She looks like she’s just crawled out of the ocean. Knowing her, she probably has.

      “Do you mind?” the reporter snaps. “There’s an interview in progress.”

      “Oh, I heard.” Amy’s expression is as dark as thunderstorm clouds. Her aura billows out from her body in a brilliant shifting rainbow. Her injury leached the life out of her, making her aura weak and colorless, but she’s almost back to her full force-of-nature self.

      She marches right up to stand between me and Clara, a hand on each of our shoulders. “I thought we agreed there were topics these children will not be asked about. They need to integrate into this society, and they can’t do that if you’re exposing them to constant scrutiny, or even putting them in danger, by revealing more than is necessary.”

      “It’s a simple question,” the reporter replies. “All she needs to say is no, and the rumors will die out.”

      “But a no isn’t what you were fishing for, is it?” Amy glares him down, her golden eyes intense as twin suns. “I noticed you didn’t ask the older kids. You asked one of the little ones. Why is that?”

      The reporter waves his hand. “Fine, fine. If you’ll back away from the shot, I’ll retake the scene.”

      “No.” Amy moves to stand in front of me, arms akimbo. “This interview is over, and it’s your last. You’ll wrap up this segment with some speech about how it’s best to leave these kids alone to adjust to their new lives now. They don’t want celebrity. They want to be normal. And you’re going to let them, because as we all know, Halcyonite newsies are deeply committed to ethical journalism.”

      I don’t really get what “ethical journalism” means, but that line makes the reporter’s face go bright red. He clicks the remote in his hand, and the cambot’s “eyes” shutter, its green lights blinking orange. He catches it as it sinks toward the ground, then tucks the skull-sized globe under his arm and storms away without another word.

      As soon as Amy is sure that he’s gone, she turns to face us. We’re all grinning. It was fun watching her tell off the man who kept calling us “experiments.”

      But our smiles melt when we see how dead serious she looks.

      “I need to tell you something really important right now,” she says. “If you kids remember nothing else I’ve told you, remember this: Don’t ever tell anyone about your powers.”

      “No one?” Clara pipes up. “Not even our adoptive parents?”

      “Not until you’re older,” Amy amends. “When you’re a grown-up, you’ll learn how to tell if people can be trusted. But for now, don’t tell anyone, ever. Got it?”

      We all nod. Then Raoul says, “Would it be so bad if the newsies found out? They don’t experiment on kids here. That’s what you told us. You said we can be safe on this planet.”

      “On Halcyon, yes. There are laws to keep you safe, and the dragons will protect you.” Amy lets out a breath. “But the newsies broadcast all over this galaxy. Lots of people on other worlds might want to capture and study you or use you and your powers to do bad things. Also…you should all know that my aunt and uncle didn’t die when their station blew. They survived. They’re going to prison, but that doesn’t mean they’re gone.”

      I gasp, and I’m not the only one. After four weeks living on a planet, learning about the outside world, I’m just beginning to understand how cruel the Ediyas were to keep us locked away. And how truly dangerous our powers might be.

      Amy’s been gently explaining to us that those special abilities are why we were born. Her aunt and uncle, Melanie and Oberon Ediya, were trying to make kids who had the same powers as the alien “dragons” who protect this planet: teleporting, invisibility, mind reading, maybe other things we don’t know about.

      It worked.

      But it worked differently with each one of us. Raoul can put suggestions in people’s minds, while Clara can read thoughts like a book. Talia has visions of the future. Saray tastes words like they’re candy. Fatima can go invisible if she’s frightened. None of us have figured out how to teleport yet, but Amy thinks we will someday.

      When we first landed, it was hard to know which abilities we needed to keep secret and which were normal-people things that everyone could do. We scared a couple of Devotes by accidentally reading their thoughts or appearing out of thin air in front of them. But Amy’s been coaching us, and I think we’ve done a pretty good job learning what to keep secret.

      “Having these abilities…it doesn’t make life easy,” she tells us. “From the time I was little, I knew I had to hide my ability to see flashes of the past. People got scared when I did it, or they wanted to study me, or they told my mum I needed medication. I learned that it’s better to never, ever tell anybody. Not unless you’re sure how they’re going to react.”

      She looks each one of us in the eye, one after the other. “You kids are more or less my family, so anytime you need to talk to someone…call me first. I promise I will always do what I can to protect you.” She sighs. “But you have to understand that not everyone will be like that. So keep your powers secret. Understand?”

      I nod.

      Then I look around at the crowd of kids around me, each exuding watercolor rainbows of aether energy…and I blink twice, focusing my vision on the sharp outlines of the physical, tangible world. The colors recede, leaving only newly sunburnt noses and sandy feet.

      I can be normal.

      I will be normal.
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      Dragons float above me in an aurora swirl of emotive color. I can see them with my eyes closed, invisible brightness glowing against the back of my eyelids. To be honest, it’s a bit distracting.

      My meditative trance breaks. I blink, and the world comes into focus. Nebulous energy auras resolve into bodies at rest, legs crossed, hands on knees. My powder-blue robe drapes in soft folds around me, wordlessly conveying my status as a Devote—a combination of spiritual guide and social worker. The two supplicants across from me both wear the earth-tone trousers and tunic common among rural farming communities.

      Their appointment was first thing this morning. They’re a married couple, mid-thirties. They’re seeking counseling because they can’t agree on a solution to their infertility issues. But their auras tell a deeper story. The husband’s energy has questing feelers out, seeking his partner’s attention and reciprocation. The partner’s energy is in turmoil, roiling and surging in shades of bitterness and frustration. The dragons can sense it—that’s why their pastel-iridescent soap-bubble forms are clustered on my side of the room. They’re drawn to calm, peaceful energy and repelled by discord.

      I begin to lead my supplicants out of the guided meditation. “Open your eyes and take a moment to be aware of the present,” I murmur. My Devote voice is on full blast: low and smooth, syllables drawn out and fully enunciated, every word deliberate. My friend Clara accuses me of speaking like a Devote all the time, though I swear I don’t. When I’m off duty, my voice sounds much chirpier and faster-paced. I also stumble over words more because I’m thinking about them less.

      I take a moment to ground myself. Dim lights, harsh after ten minutes with my eyelids shut, glowing softly against the dark wood grain of the walls. Piney, fresh air, sharp with the chill that leaks through the crack under the door. The counseling room is an intimately small space modeled after our larger meetinghouse. Whereas the circular log-cabin building hosts group meditations, these private spaces are meant to give people a safe place to talk about their deepest concerns. As a young Devote-in-training, I rarely entered them except for counseling sessions with my own mentor, Sister Tierza. But I’ve finished my training, and now I’m expected to be the one giving advice.

      It’s not always easy.

      “Mx Perino,” I say. “Tell me again about the difficulty that brought you here.” They’ve barely spoken a word to me all morning. I suspect their husband put them up to this counseling session, as they seem closed off to the idea of participating. They eye me warily, arms crossed, lips sealed.

      It would be so, so easy to reach out into their aura…to just nudge their anger brighter and suppress their pride a little. To just get them talking. I know if they let their husband know the true source of their frustration, they’d be able to work it out…but the dragons hate it when I interfere. Even if my intentions are good.

      Even if, sometimes, I can’t help it.

      “It bothers me that you won’t even consider moving offworld to raise our kids!” Mx Perino blurts. “You always talk about your childhood here like it was sooo perfect, but I miss the city.”

      Oh fuck. I slipped.

      Mas Perino looks at them in shock. “I thought you agreed with me that this planet is the perfect place to raise a family!”

      “I did,” Mx Perino wails. “But the thought of spending the next twenty years here… I’m so bored, Luca. I don’t even know if I want to have kids anymore, if it means I’m stuck here forever.”

      Mas Perino’s aura is taking on some of his partner’s chaos as anger filters in. “You probably should have said something about this before we sold the townhouse. Or maybe before we got married! We committed to a shared future, Kay. This was the plan we both agreed on.”

      Mx Perino is sobbing now. “I know! I had this romantic idea about what Halcyon would be like, and I thought it would be what I wanted! I just don’t know anymore. I can’t stay here. And if you want to stay…maybe I should leave, and let you do what you want.”

      Oh shit. I don’t want them breaking up right in front of me because I pushed them too far. The wave of released pent-up frustration is washing over them, making them feel it all at once. Panicking a little, I search for the affection that binds these two together and pull it to the forefront, tamping down the anger.

      Why does one little mistake always turn into a whole mess I have to untangle?

      Mas Perino gathers his partner into a careful hug, stroking their hair. “I’m not leaving. You’re my person, Kay. I wish you’d told me all of this stuff months ago…but it’s not too late. We don’t have kids on the way yet. We can talk it over, make a new plan.”

      Mx Perino burrows into his shoulder, their shaking sobs beginning to subside.

      I clear my throat. “Do—do you two want a moment alone?”

      They both nod wordlessly. I let myself out of the room, shut the door, and collapse back against it, breathing out a shaky sigh as guilt washes over me.

      I shouldn’t have done that.

      Digging the heels of my hands into my eyes, I struggle to refocus on the world as everyone else sees it. Muted colors and sharp outlines. No glowing swirls of energy. Safe and tangible and normal.

      The dragons followed me out. One of them hovers just behind my head, tasting the bitter shame rolling through my gut. Usually, such a negative emotion would repel dragons. But this one has something to say.

      ::We have warned you before about manipulating people’s emotions without their consent,:: ze says. ::This is our final judgment. We cannot allow you to be a Devote anymore.::

      Dragons speak in feelings and images, not words, but zir meaning is quite clear. Ze shows me handing over my powder-blue robe, taking my meager belongings, and leaving the Refuge. I’m no longer welcome in the only home I’ve known since I was eight years old.

      Ze’s right. This wasn’t my first warning. I know better. But I just can’t seem to control myself.

      Stars, what am I supposed to tell Sister Tierza? The other Devotes have no idea this has been happening. They think I’m a gifted young trainee, empathetic and deft at navigating people’s problems to reach a solution.

      They have no idea I’ve been cheating all along.

      I’ve kept my secret carefully, as I promised Amy so long ago. None of the Devotes know I have gen-mod abilities. And even before the Refuge, my siblings and the Ediyas only knew I had aura sight. The fact that I could manipulate energy to meddle with people’s emotions and make them do things, just like Raoul used to do…I never told anybody. Not Melanie Ediya, not Clara, not even Amy. I was too ashamed, even then. I knew that to mess with someone’s mind without permission was a bad thing to do.

      And yet, once I began giving a nudge here, a suggestion there, tweaking someone’s mood brighter and muting their sadness…it’s so hard to stop. How could I not help people when it’s as easy as breathing?

      The aura sight never goes away for long, even when I’m making a concentrated effort to ignore it. Already, faint outlines of color are reappearing around me. A healing glow emanates from the room I’ve just vacated—the Perinos are back to mending their relationship without me.

      Guilt weighs heavy on my shoulders. I can’t bring myself to talk to Sister Tierza yet. Leaving the gravel path that winds through the Refuge’s cluster of buildings, I forge my way into the woods.

      There’s a snap of cold in the air this morning. A blanket of fog lies over the mountain, hazing out all but the closest trees. I pull my hands into the sleeves of my robe to keep warm, wishing I’d put on something cozier than a gray tunic and black leggings. A tantalizing whiff of coffee mingling with something savory floats up the hill from the dining hall. Breakfast is starting soon, as is the morning meditation. In an hour, I’m supposed to be in the kitchen helping Sister Tierza chop vegetables for the midday meal.

      As a resident of the Refuge, I’m accustomed to early mornings and hard work. Half the job is the physical labor that comes with a tech-free environment: weeding, harvesting, cooking, dishwashing, spinning, sewing. While most communities on Halcyon employ an army of bots to labor for them, the Refuges work to keep the old ways alive.

      I’ve spent most of the past fifteen years here at Evergreen. All the other Ediya Experiments went to adoptive parents, but I was claimed by the group of Devotes who’ve dedicated their lives to this mountain valley paradise. They promised me it’d be like having a dozen parents and a rotating army of siblings.

      At first, I believed them.

      But as time went on, the loneliness crept in. I started to miss the family and community I could have had. Sister Tierza genuinely cares for me, but Devotes are, by nature, detached from the rest of the world. Their job is to guide Halcyonites as impartial counselors. They rarely form long-term bonds, and they’re discouraged from marrying or having children of their own. There’s plenty of fondness among them—the Refuge is like one big extended family—but I share their affection with every new visitor.

      Maybe it’s selfish, but I’ve never quite let go of that childish dream of a family who puts me first.

      I’m getting a little too deep into the forest, so I veer toward the mountainside path that leads along the riverbank. The packed dirt is damp with morning dew, the air full of the clean, fresh scent of water and fallen pine needles. As I climb higher, the roar of the waterfall that powers hydro generators for three neighboring communities drowns out the quiet.

      I hike all the way to the lookout point, a wooden platform at the edge of a cliff. I lean against the railing to watch the shimmering sheets of water in free fall, the noise of it filling my ears. The spray of mist arcs rainbows in the afternoon sun.

      The dragons want me gone. I don’t know where I’m going to go. Some local community might take me in, sure—but they might kick me out, too, the next time my aethersight gets away from me. And it will. Because I don’t have the faintest idea how to control it.

      I reach for the inner pocket of my robe that hides my scroll-tablet. I’m lucky it still connects to the uniweb up here in the mountains. Some Devotes are purists who insist on no tech at all, but my tablet is my connection to the outside world. I always carry it with me.

      I flip through my contacts until I find the one person I know will help me, no questions asked.

      <Amy Ediya.>
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        * * *

      

      I’m half-surprised when a dragon agrees to teleport me to Avalon Community. I thought I might get a snippy refusal after angering them this morning. But the dragon deposits me right where I asked: the driftwoody, rocky beach right outside Avalon, where Amy waits clad in a sleek green wetsuit.

      “Miri!” she exclaims. “Stars, it’s good to see you.” She sounds relieved. Why? I didn’t tell her anything in my message. Just said I needed to talk.

      I feel vulnerable, keenly aware that everything I own is in the satchel over my shoulder. I’m still wearing the Devote robe, but it feels like a lie now, claiming a rank I’ve proven myself unworthy to hold.

      Amy peels her wetsuit halfway off, revealing a sleeveless black shirt underneath. She’s not wearing her usual navy blue Knight uniform today—it must be her day off. Spiraling vine tattoos snake down from her shoulders, bright green glow-ink against her dark skin. It’s a tribute to her wife, who’s an agriculture technician for their community. Her braids brush her shoulders, tipped with gold charms that match her reflective gen-mod eyes.

      Today those eyes have bags under them. It might be my imagination, but does she have more wrinkles than she used to?

      “Amy,” I say, wishing it didn’t come out sounding so plaintive, “I think I messed up.”

      “Come here, sit down.” She indicates a dried-out log of driftwood further up the shore. “What’s wrong?”

      It’s not the most comfortable seat ever, but I perch on the log anyway. Amy straddles it, facing me with her hands braced on her knees.

      “Whenever I try to do a counseling session with people…” I suck in air. My chest feels too small for my lungs. “I keep changing their feelings. I do it on purpose sometimes, but a lot of the time I don’t even mean to. And today the dragons…they…”

      Amy glances up, but there aren’t any dragons lurking. At least, none that I can sense. They know how to make themselves invisible even to me. “They what?”

      “I can’t be a Devote anymore. They told me to leave.” My eyes sting. “Amy, I need to know how to hold back my powers from changing people. How do I do that?”

      Amy’s aura pinkens with sympathy. “I wish I knew. My abilities are weaker now, but when I was young, I couldn’t stop myself from seeing visions no matter how hard I tried. It’s like if you tried to stop seeing or smelling, but you don’t have the option to pinch your nose or close your eyes. Basically impossible.”

      Tears overflow, dripping down my nose. “So I can’t ever go back to the Refuge?”

      “I didn’t say that.” She sighs. “All I’m saying is I don’t know how to help you. But there’s got to be a way. I almost wish…”

      “What?”

      “It’s horrible to say. I don’t really wish—but if Melanie and Oberon had only had more time to observe you all as children, maybe they would have been able to figure out—” She shudders. “No way. It wouldn’t have been worth it.”

      “Have any of my other siblings learned to control their abilities?” I ask. “You talk to them all, don’t you?”

      “Funny you should say that.” She picks at a loose splinter on the log. “I was glad to see your message. I’ve been trying to get in contact with Ian all week. I can’t reach him. I’m worried he’s…missing like the others.”

      My pulse starts to race. “Another one?”

      Back when we were young teens, we had a group chat, all of us collectively adjusting to life on Halcyon and recovering from trauma. It dwindled as the years wore on. We were all growing up to have different interests, personalities, coping mechanisms…after a certain point, our shared youth wasn’t enough to keep us bonded.

      And lately, some of my Ediya Experiment siblings have been disappearing altogether. Saray, Harris, Rosa, Fatima…no one’s been able to get in contact with them for more than a standard year.

      And now, Ian may be added to that list.

      Amy rubs her forehead. “You don’t know how fucking relieved I am every time I hear from one of you. Um, ’scuse my language. Clara hasn’t been answering my messages either, but I saw on her uniweb profile that she’s back on Halcyon to visit Mercy. So at least she’s not missing. She’s just ignoring me.”

      “Where do you think they’re all going?” I know Amy doesn’t know. But I have to ask.

      She presses her lips together. “Whether someone’s kidnapping them or…murdering them, or if they’re just too busy to answer messages or post on the uniweb…I really can’t say. But I wanted to tell you to please be careful. I’m afraid whatever happened to the others is going to keep happening.”

      That puts a prickly feeling at the back of my shoulders, like I’m being watched. “What can I do to protect myself?”

      “I wish I knew.” She throws a hand in the air, a helpless gesture. “The only common thread, as far as I can tell, is that all of them were offworld when they disappeared. Makes sense. If they were snatched or killed, nobody could do it while they were on Halcyon. The dragons would be able to protect them here.” She sighs. “That’s all I’ve got. It’s not much. Sorry.”

      “I wasn’t planning to go offworld…not unless the dragons force me to,” I say. Then my stomach lurches, remembering that Clara’s back home only for a short visit. She’ll be headed back to her acting school soon. It’s on Monroe, a planet famous galaxy-wide for its high concentration of holo-stars, stage actors, and pop singers. Not exactly low profile.

      I have to warn her.

      Amy groans. “Here I am dumping all my worries on you, like I’m a supplicant, and you’re the one who just got kicked out of your Refuge. How can I help? Do you need a place to sleep? Avalon has plenty of spare guest beds. You’re welcome to stay as long as you need.”

      “Actually…I’m going to try to call Clara really quick. If she doesn’t answer, then I may take you up on that.”

      Amy pushes herself to her feet. “I’ll give you some space. I’ll be over in the community garden if you need me. It’s my turn to pull weeds.”

      I wave goodbye as she retreats, then dig in the pocket of my robe for my scroll again. Clara’s call code is still in my favorites, even though I haven’t messaged her for months.

      The call connects almost instantly. “Miriiii!” Clara squeals. She centers the vid-capture on her face, tossing her long, platinum blonde hair over one shoulder. My freckly, tanned face and wispy brown braid seem dull next to her vibrant presence. “Did you know I’m back on Halcyon? I was just thinking about calling you. How’s nun life?”

      Despite the pit of shame that boils in my gut, I can’t help laughing a little at her phrasing. “You know we don’t use that archaic term for—”

      “You should come over! Raoul’s home for a visit too. And there’s this big wedding the whole community’s invited to.”

      “Raoul’s home?” I raise my eyebrows. “I haven’t seen him in, what, six years?” He doesn’t visit Halcyon very often, if at all.

      Clara’s expression falters. “I guess you haven’t heard,” she says, her tone losing some of its sparkle. “Mercy isn’t…she isn’t doing very well.”

      “Oh, Clara…”

      Mercy Seranath adopted both Clara and Raoul when we first arrived on Halcyon. I visited their community often when I was younger, because Sister Tierza and Mercy both thought it was healthy for me and Clara to remain close friends. The weeks of my childhood that I spent at Newcastle Community are my fondest memories.

      “How bad is it?” I ask. Mercy has had cancer for years, but modern nanite treatments can keep it at bay indefinitely, allowing a patient to live a perfectly normal life into old age. Only rare, very aggressive cancers are beyond the abilities of nanites to control.

      “The healers think she has a few weeks left. A month, if she’s lucky.” Clara pastes on a smile, grasping for her former cheer. “But you know Mercy! I bet she’ll kick its ass after all. She’s not that easy to get rid of.”

      Her golden eyes betray her by tearing up.

      I clear my throat against the sudden lump rising. “You know what? I’ve, um, just gotten some time off, so I think I’ll take you up on that invitation. It’s been too long since I was at Newcastle.”

      Clara brightens. “Yay! I can’t wait! Bring something nice to wear for the wedding!”

      “I don’t want to invite myself,” I say hastily. “Who’s getting married anyway?”

      Clara’s eyes crinkle mischievously. “You remember Christo Galway?”

      My heart thuds painfully in my chest. “Of course,” I say. My lungs can’t seem to expand properly. “Who could forget the Galway boys?”

      “Not you!” Oh, she’s really going in for the kill, isn’t she? “I seem to remember you had a thing with his brother. What’s his name—Leo?”

      Flatly, I say, “There was no thing.”

      “Oh, wasn’t there?” She winks. “If you say so. He’ll be there, you know. Him and his whole family.”

      “On second thought, I’m really busy at the Refuge, and I—”

      “Uh-uh.” She giggles. “You already said you’d come. No backing out now. Message me what time you’re going to arrive.”

      It’s only after she clicks off the call that I realize I completely forgot to tell her what Amy said. I guess it can wait until I see her in person.

      I thought I was going to spend the rest of the day contemplating Amy’s warning—my siblings going missing—not to mention my failure as a Devote and the dragon’s censure. But now the name Leo Galway has taken up residence in my head, and I can’t think about anyone else.

      Leo Galway, the goofy, blond string bean of a kid who used to play with me and Clara.

      Who puberty unexpectedly took on a journey from bad skin and cracking voice to muscles and sweet brown eyes.

      Whose kisses almost made me forget my own name.

      Leo Galway, whose heart I broke into a million pieces.
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CHAPTER TWO


          

          Leo

        

      

    

    
      My brother Christo doubles over laughing, bracing one hand against the wall of the flyball court. “You did not ride a dinosaur,” he chokes.

      “He totally did,” says Wes, also chuckling. “My buddy was there. Saw the whole thing. He said Leo was…how did he put it? The baddest buckaroo this side of the galaxy.”

      “Please shut up,” I groan. “I already got the lecture from Chief Knight Jostlin.”

      Robbie, my oldest brother, shakes his head. “Stars, Leo, have you got a magnet for accidents strapped to your ass?”

      “Maybe.” I rub my bruised buttocks. “That’d explain why it hurts so much.”

      “Uh, I think that might have to do with the buckin’ bronto you decided to ride.”

      “It wasn’t a brontosaurus,” I groan. “It looked more like a fat alligator with spikes. Are we gonna play flyball or what?” My brothers’ spouses are standing across the court from us, geared up and ready to play. When we give the ready signal, they’ll flip the switch that activates the antigrav field and the game will begin.

      “Hold on, hold on, not yet,” Christo says, gasping for breath. “I wanna hear the whole story.”

      I groan and roll my eyes, but my brothers aren’t letting me change the subject.

      “All right, fine. FINE. It all started on our last aid run to Susannah…”
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        * * *

      

      Working from the Halcyon Knights’ offworld station, we never quite know what to expect. One day we’re handing out nutrient bars to starving miners whose Imperial bosses skimp on worker rations to line their own pockets. The day after that we’re rescuing prisoners from a planet on fire with civil unrest. Then we barely get a chance to recover from getting shot at before we’re on our way to ferry an alien species offplanet before their sun expands and wipes them out.

      Halcyon’s Knights aren’t really an army, even though that’s how everybody thinks of us. We could act as one, hypothetically, if someone tried to attack Halcyon…but the dragons are so good at keeping malevolent forces away that we’ve never needed to.

      That’s the deal the Knights have kept with them for over three millennia. Dragons owned this planet first. Halcyonites settled here with their blessing and agreed to abide by the dragons’ conditions. Settlers must respect the land as if they’re visitors rather than owners, keeping Halcyon’s natural resources safe. We agreed to exile anyone who threatens the peace. We’ve kept our society equal and free, so that all citizens can flourish and have a chance to find happiness.

      In return, the dragons promised to protect Halcyon’s inhabitants. And they’ve more than kept their side of the bargain.

      Their ability to teleport is the most efficient method of transportation available. It allows people to travel between planets in a blink. Because humans rely so heavily on dragons for interplanetary travel, their power to refuse someone transport is as close to exile as it comes. If a dragon perceives ill intention in someone’s mind—if they think that person will cause a disturbance to their carefully balanced order—they simply don’t allow that person to teleport anywhere near Halcyon. Sure, any person could get aboard a starship and fly there, but the highest-speed ships would take them several hundred years to get here from the nearest neighboring system. The dragons would see them coming lightyears away.

      That means we Knights spend most of our time on philanthropic missions to other planets: feeding the hungry, medicating the sick, and rescuing the threatened and oppressed. So as not to break Halcyon’s declared neutrality, we aren’t supposed to interfere in planetary wars or political disputes; we focus our attention on the civilians affected. Funded by a pool of donations from Halcyonite communities’ surplus and guided by the ever-present collective consciousness of the dragons, Knights are known around the galaxy as saviors, angels of mercy.

      Obviously, the Imperial Authorities hate our guts. The Empire controls almost every colony planet in this galaxy, squeezing them for resources and funneling wealth to a handful of rich governors. But they’ve never been able to touch Halcyon, and that really burns their buns.

      Anyway, on that particular morning, my team was assigned to a planetary aid run on a farming colony called Susannah. There’d been an outbreak of some nasty strain of flu, and the Imperial-appointed governor was dragging his heels on sourcing a vaccine for the whole colony. (Of course, he’d gotten one himself months ago.) My team was supposed to land in a random town, vaccinate as many as we could, and then move on to the next town. Above all, we were supposed to avoid the governor’s attention.

      But when I noticed that the town’s reservoir pump was malfunctioning, leaving the crops dry, I couldn’t resist going to check it out. Needles aren’t my forte, but machines are easy.

      “It’ll only take me a sec!” I called to my fellow Knights.

      My buddy Chaz Rathurr, a seven-foot, broad-shouldered feline-humanoid, yelled back, “That’s what you always say!” But he didn’t stop me.

      Nor did any of the dozens of townspeople I passed on my way down to the edge of the reservoir. None of them even thought to yell out a warning, not even their machinist, who was newly missing a leg.

      And that’s how, when the Knights responded to my yell for help a few minutes later, they found me thrashing around in the reservoir, wrestling a saurian the size of a small elephant. The creature’s underwater nest of twigs and mud piled against the intake pipes had caused the malfunction in the first place. The townspeople totally knew about this, because that very same lizard had chewed off Machinist Stewart’s leg two weeks ago. Not that I found out about that until later.

      I’m not still mad about that or anything.

      Anyway, I managed to climb on the lizard’s back—a risky maneuver ’cause of the razor-sharp scales and jagged spikes. It bucked like an angry bull, trying to fling me to shore or maybe drown me. I held on for a foolishly long time, until finally, Natalia Lantz pulled out one of her pink throwing knives (don’t tell her I mentioned those—they’re non-regulation, but they saved my life) and, like a badass, speared the creature right through its single eye.

      “You could have hit me if it moved the wrong way,” I panted, after I climbed out of the water.

      “You’d have deserved it,” Nat shot back. “What were you thinking? Your thrashing around made someone call emergency services, and they alerted the Authorities. The governor’s enforcers are already on their way. Thanks to you, half this town doesn’t get vaccinated today.”

      She collared me and dragged me onto the ship, which was actually a big help, since my knees were trembling so hard I could barely walk. I was pretty sure I pissed myself during the wild ride that saurian took me on. Luckily, my underlayer is super-absorbent.
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        * * *

      

      “And then Chief Knight Jostlin grounded me,” I finish, trying to ignore my brothers’ snorts of laughter. “He knew I was already taking time off for Christo’s wedding, so he just…extended it. I’m dirtside for a month.”

      He threatened to make it longer if I can’t start thinking things through before I jump into them. Apparently, the local Authorities are now on high alert for unauthorized ships. The Knights won’t be able to vaccinate any more Susannan people for months. Long enough for the disease to take out a chunk of the vulnerable population.

      The guilt of knowing my screwup could cause hundreds to thousands of deaths is worse than being grounded. Plus, Jostlin threatened to make my grounding permanent if I fuck up again. Meaning, I’ll be stuck sipping coffee with seventy-five-year-old veteran Knights while manning the emergency call center instead of being out in the field. I cringe at the thought.

      “I didn’t mean to disturb a gigantor-ass lizard,” I mutter, addressing my shoes. “I just wanted to help them fix their pump.”

      “That’s what makes it funny,” Christo says, which doesn’t make me feel better at all. “It’s so classic Leo.”

      “Rude…but accurate,” I admit. I try to stay out of trouble, I swear I do. But it doesn’t matter if there’s just one pile of sheep dung in the whole field—I’m the one whose foot will find it. Every time.

      Telling the story has weighed my mood down like a malfunctioning grav-sim. “Actually, you guys go ahead and play without me. The healer said I need to be careful with my neck. Whiplash.”

      “Aw, c’mon, Leo, we’ll play gentle!” Wes calls. But I back out of the court before they can switch on the grav-sim.

      Anyway, with my six older brothers and their six life partners, they’ve got even teams for flyball. I’d have been an unnecessary extra.

      I take a seat halfway up the bleachers in the high-ceilinged viewing room. Through the glass, I watch as the grav-sim comes on and lifts everyone off their feet. Robbie palms the ball, his mouth moving as he calls to the rest of my blond, broad-shouldered brothers.

      Their partners, who were huddled on the opposite side of the room formulating an attack plan, now hang onto the handles jutting from the wall to remain in formation. Where my brothers all look the same, no two of their sweethearts look alike. Robbie’s Mariel is sweet-faced, petite, and pregnant; Jesse’s Mai has sharp features, short black hair, and spikes in her ears; Christo’s Julian is muscley and square-jawed.

      My brothers chose well when adding to our family. They’re all wonderful humans. Now that Christo is making it official with Julian, I know that Ma is going to start looking at me next. Wondering when I’ll choose a nice person to keep our flyball teams on even numbers.

      But I just don’t look at people that way. Not ever.

      Well, all right, hardly ever. There was that one time, when my heart felt like it was in zero-grav and I might float right up to the sun…

      Then my wings melted and I fell. Hard.

      I’m not in a hurry to do that again.
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        * * *

      

      I’m slinking up to the dining hall for lunch, hoping to get in line before my sweaty, ravenous brothers, when I bump into Clara Seranath.

      My brothers have been teasing me since we were kids that I should date Clara. Yeah, no thanks. She is pretty, I guess, with long, smooth, pale hair that makes her look like an elf from a fantasy holo-vid. To be honest, she kinda looks like she could be our sister. But she acts like an annoying cheerleader from an Old Earth period drama. Over-the-top excited about everything yet can’t seem to take anything seriously. I’m an energetic guy, but Clara makes me feel like I need to take a nap.

      Oh, and she’s bossy as fuck. When we were kids, she routinely forced me to dress up and play some side character in her never-ending pretend games. I sometimes have nightmares of Clara’s high-pitched voice saying, “Now you’re a dog. Sit, boy! Roll over!” and being powerless to stop myself from obeying.

      That’s the other thing about Clara—even when she annoys you to death, you somehow can’t stop yourself from doing exactly what she wants. She knows exactly what buttons to push to keep you on her hook. It’s like she can read minds or something.

      “Leo!” she chirps. “So nice to see you again! Hey, c’mere, I’ve got a surprise for you.”

      Stars save me. Is she going to dress me up as a tree and make me perform in an impromptu pageant? If so, I hope my brothers don’t see it. It’s not like they’re running low on reasons to make fun of me.

      I step into the dining hall, sparing a quick glance over my shoulder to check if any of the Galway sibling flyball league has made it here yet. Clara tucks a hand into the crook of my arm and steers me past the cafeteria line to a table where—

      I nearly trip over my own feet. The girl sitting at that table is the same one who rolled her eyes along with me at Clara’s games, who bonded over our shared discomfort playing ladies-in-waiting to Clara’s Empress. It’s been, what, five years since I’ve seen her? But I’d know that face anywhere. Green-gold eyes, soft brown hair, and a faint splash of freckles across her suntanned nose.

      Freckles I once kissed, right before I kissed her petal-soft mouth.

      Miri.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          Miri

        

      

    

    
      It’s like my body knows he’s close to me before I even register his face. The warmth of his aura, yellow like sunshine, glows against my skin, pulling heat forward into my cheeks.

      I’m going to kill Clara.

      I can’t believe she set me up like this. I asked her what time I should teleport over. Like chocolate wouldn’t melt on her tongue, she said, “Oh, let’s meet at lunchtime in the Newcastle dining hall! Can’t wait to catch up!”

      Apparently, when she can read minds and sees two people pining for each other, it feels like a moral imperative to shove them at each other.

      But sometimes people have a good reason for not acting on their feelings. Sometimes they’re trying to do the right thing by staying away.

      Clara nudges Leo to sit across from me at the dining hall table. “Look who I found in the hallway!” she announces, as if it was purely accidental.

      ::You’re dead to me,:: I say silently, knowing she’ll be able to hear the words. Her smirk confirms it.

      Leo looks like he’s just been punched in the gut: shocked and slightly green. He trips over the bench seat, fumbling his grip on the table and thumping down sideways. His fair skin colors bright pink as he avoids my eyes.

      He hasn’t changed much, except maybe to build up more muscle. The rest of him is exactly how I remember. He’s gangly and tall, pale eyelashes ringing wide, caramel-brown eyes. His features are objectively plain, so that if I didn’t know him, my eyes might skate right across them, cataloging him as a bland everyguy. But nobody could ever be boring who has a smile like his, mischievous and crinkling, transforming his face into a thing of beauty and convincing whole rooms of people to laugh along with him.

      That smile’s absent now. I don’t know if I’ll ever see it again, after the way I treated him five years ago.

      My eyes rove down his arms, clad in a navy blue jumpsuit. “You finished Knight training,” I blurt. “Congratulations.”

      “You’re a Devote,” he replies. “Congratulations.”

      Discomfort twists at my insides. If only he knew how little I deserve to wear this robe.

      “Do you like it?” I ask. “Being a Knight, I mean. Is it what you imagined?”

      He shrugs and then nods. “It’s great,” he says. “Not right now, I mean. I got in trouble for riding a dinosaur. But other than that—”

      I can’t help the giggle that bubbles out of my throat. Stars, I forgot how he used to make me laugh. “Riding a what? Leo!”

      “It was an accident.” He’s trying not to smile, but I can see the corner of his mouth twitching. The ice isn’t totally broken, but there’s a crack in it. A glimmer of the easy banter we used to share.

      A rush of affection surges in my chest. My eyes prickle with the intensity of it. I missed this boy so, so much.

      No, not boy anymore. Man.

      “I think you’re going to need to tell me that story,” I say, leaning forward.

      He finally flashes a smile. “Only if you tell me something juicy about being a Devote.”

      “Deal,” I say. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Clara getting into the cafeteria line, smirking at us.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe you did that!” I shriek later, as Clara and I clatter down the stairs toward the residential square. “What if he didn’t want to talk to me? What if I didn’t want to talk to him?”

      “Well, you didn’t,” Clara points out. “But now that you have, you feel better, right?”

      Depends on what better means. I’m no longer afraid of how he’ll react, but my lungs are tight with regret. Every breath punishes me for a decision I made to protect him. A decision I’d make again, no matter how much it’d wreck me. It had to be done—it was a matter of hurting his feelings in the least cruel way possible.

      I don’t know if it’s better to suffer the dull ache of distance, of not being part of his life, or dive headfirst into the sharp pangs that I feel being close to him. Each is its own special kind of torture.

      “Hey,” Clara says, nudging me. “If I knew it was going to make you all mopey, I wouldn’t’ve done it.”

      I elbow her back. “Yeah, you would.”

      She shrugs, smirking. “Yeah, I probably would. Ugh, why didn’t you want to take the zip-lift again? These stairs are killing my knees.”

      She knows I never choose the zip-lift if I can help it, not when the stairwell is lined with beautiful, brightly colored murals. Old paint peeks out from underneath the new scenes splashed on top; the art changes and expands with every new generation of artists. I’d spend hours admiring them if Clara let me.

      I sigh in wonder as we exit the stairwell into the residential square. This level of the community is nine floors underground, but artificial sunlight fills the space with warmth. Sculptures made of wire twist from ground to ceiling, acting as ladders for clematis and wisteria. Fountains burble in the corners.
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