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Content Warning


 


Before you
read the content warning, please know it contains spoilers, hints,
or clues about the rest of the book.

 


This is a
dual-plot sci-fi action romance with gore, suicide, sexual assault,
sexual harassment, slavery, human trafficking, violence, mentions
of war, and death. There is no detailed sexual assault that takes
place.

 




Prologue


 


Everything
felt hazy. Altair surmised it was a dream, simply because of how
slowly he moved through the hallways of his childhood home. The
light that filtered through the gilded, stained-glass windows fell
softly onto freshly installed marble floors. His mother had
insisted so strongly on that stone.

“The humans really know what they’re doing with their building
materials!” she exclaimed, wrapping her slender arms around his
father’s shoulders. Her touch had softened his brow, as it always
seemed to. “Please, my darling ewet, please?”

Altair had
known it was all over from that point. His father could rarely deny
her anything, let alone after she had used such an affectionate
term.

The ewet
bloomed in every place where starlight seemed to bless its rare
presence. His planet’s rotation was so slow that the time spent in
its light was a blessing. Altair, in his youth, had only seen the
light three times.

His father’s
hand had reached back and caressed her cheek before giving his
approval with a soft grunt. His mother had left with her renovation
plans, and Altair had returned to his toys.

The days of
light. The blissful days before… before…

Well, he
couldn’t quite remember.

Altair’s hand
traced the hallway, lingering on a stray ewet that had somehow
poked its hopeful head through a crack in the wall. He stopped to
pluck the petals that surrounded a glittering center, something he
had done since he was young.

As he pulled
at each petal, he made a wish for each one.

I wish for
more days of light.

I wish for my
mother to finish her plans within budget.

I wish for
more fun toys.

I wish for my
father to love me.

Altair stopped
as the wish came crashing into his subconscious mind. His father
did not love him. But he used to. He used to love him just as much
as he loved Altair’s mother, just perhaps with a little more
sternness.

What had
happened?

Altair felt
something drip down his hands and blinked slowly as his gaze
dropped to the petal-less ewet in his hand.

It was
bleeding.

Dark, red
drops beaded and clustered in the glittering center, puckering,
before sliding down the stem and staining his hands with lines of
slick red.

He dropped the
bleeding flower in disgust. Ewets didn’t bleed.

No plant
did.

As it drifted
to the floor, it gained speed, defying all laws of physics, before
clattering to the floor.

Wait…
clattering?

Altair blinked
hard, trying to dispel the haziness of the dream. Icy horror
slithered through him as he realized he had not dropped an
ewet.

It was a
bloody knife.

He stared at
his blood-coated hands in horror, realizing, at that moment, why
his father no longer loved him.

I want to wake
up. Please, for the love of the gods, let me wake up.



Chapter 1


Altair

 


Altair shot
straight up in bed, his body coated with sweat. His clothes clung
uncomfortably to his slick and trembling body.

He tried to
catch his breath as he focused on the tiny room in which he lay.
The sweat rolled down his back, making him shiver as he beat back
the wave of anxiety that pushed its way through him.

The dream… the
dream…

Taking a deep,
calming breath, Altair pressed his long fingers into his temples.
It had been just that, a dream. Albeit, one that had haunted him
for years, but still just a dream.

Warm light
slowly slunk through the only grimy, sand-coated window in the
tiny, dirt-floored hut.

Hut? Is that
what this was?

More like a
prison.

It lacked bars
and guards, but it was still a prison. And it was one he wasn’t
sure he would ever leave.

Altair sighed
deeply and rubbed his temples again before wiping the sleep crust
from his eyes. He stood slowly, stretching his body high and
brushing the low ceiling with his fingers. His body ached from
folding his form onto the sleeping mat, and he groaned in painful
pleasure as his spine popped several times. The roof felt rough and
dirty against his fingertips before he dropped his arms to his
sides, stretching his neck from side to side. The anxiety from the
dream wasn’t gone, but moving forward was the best way to combat
the tight feeling in his chest. Once he was sufficiently roused,
Altair made his way to the bathroom.

Again,
“bathroom” could be considered a loose term. It was nothing
compared to what he’d enjoyed as a child, but, at least, they’d
left him with rudimentary accommodations.

So very
generous, Altair thought savagely as he ran his fingers through
his hair.

It was
overgrown and tickled down toward his chin. The only reason it
didn’t reach his mid-back was his attempts to shear it with
hand-made weapons. He pushed the tangled mass behind his ears
before splashing his face with the tepid bowl of water he had
collected a few days prior.

There wasn’t
much to do in the bathroom. After all, who cared what he looked
like? He had given up on those simple gestures years ago.

He still
remembered the blistering day that he had walked to the nearby
ocean. Its pale purple waves had kissed his feet as he stood on the
shoreline and set his jaw. He’d then thrown his fancy hair gels as
far as he could, along with the other useless things he’d brought
from the castle. He remembered the turmoil that had writhed in his
gut afterward, half wishing he could jump into the water and fish
his belongings back out.

He also
remembered how he had cried, as well, and traipsed his way back to
the hut, his gaze on the burning sand below his feet.

He still held
out some hope after two years. After five years, he had doubted
that his exile would ever end. Once ten passed, anger replaced any
childish hope he originally once had. Now that it had been twenty,
he wasn’t sure he could still consider himself a prince.

There was no
way of salvaging his appearance, not that he felt the need. Altair
simply made sure he did not stink, more for his sanity than
anything else, before donning an ugly brown robe and hood. He
pulled the mask over his mouth and nose to protect himself from the
sand that seemed to infinitely dance on this planet. The clothing
was stiff and rough, but it did its job of protecting him from the
harshness of his surroundings.

Grabbing his
walking stick, he made his way out of the door. Better to spend his
endless days trying to rummage for food and explore the planet than
wasting away, waiting for his exile to end.

The air was
scorching, no different from any other day. The constant heat and
blinding white light from the three suns that circled the sky made
life on this planet nearly impossible. Even though Altair’s kind
preferred the heat because of their cold-blooded nature, there was
such a thing as too much of it. He squinted and peered upward,
blinking against the sand that nearly blinded him. The sickly pale
purple sky was the same stupid color it had been for days before,
even years before.

Nothing ever
changed here, other than him.

Altair slung a
worn, brown bag over his shoulder and used his walking stick to tap
his way away from the hut.

He was headed
toward the only plant life that existed here. These rare goods
looked like reedy, root plants and were nutritious enough to feed
any life that dared to flourish on such an awful planet. They were
easy enough to find since they only grew near the planet’s single
ocean. The plants were, unfortunately, in high demand since they
were the only food source for miles.

He made his
way down a well-trodden path he had laid with stones and piled with
old, destroyed clothing. The rich fabrics and colors were well-worn
from cushioning his feet, preventing them from being burned by the
scorching sands.

He was sure
that his people would stare in horror at the expensive fabrics,
which now held no value to him, and how he was using them. He had
learned quickly that his nice clothes would not protect him
properly from the heat. This was the only reason they had not
joined his other luxuries at the bottom of the ocean.

An unwanted
memory crept into his mind, as if the dream from the night before
had summoned it from the depths of his subconscious.

 


Altair
whimpered softly as the heat blasted him. They had just arrived on
the planet and his father had forbidden Altair from speaking, to
keep them all safe. As he fanned himself with his jeweled
headdress, he couldn’t help but wonder how he was supposed to stay
cool. As much as he was grateful his father hadn’t chosen some ice
planet, he didn’t know whether going in the extreme opposite
direction was ideal either.

He was a
Serinian, he thrived in the water. It was his natural habitat.

His father had
barely turned to acknowledge his discomfort. He hadn’t been able to
look at him for days now. When he spoke, his voice was gruff,
almost angry.

He acted as if
he knew what Altair’s thoughts had been. The boy had cringed away
from the angry king who stood there, his shoulders slumped in
grief, as he spoke roughly in Altair’s general direction.

“You’ll learn how to survive the heat, child. I chose this
planet to keep all creatures away. You may hate it, but it will
keep you safe. Understood?”

The statement
ended with a question that was not actually a question, more of a
dismissal.

Young Altair
had withered under his father’s disapproval. He had swallowed back
the tears that threatened to rise to the surface and nodded,
looking down in shame.

He still had
not spoken a word.

 


Altair shook
the memory free, his chest aching. He couldn’t afford to think
about that. Right now, it was about survival. He needed food.

The walk
didn’t take long. It was only about an hour before he heard the
telltale sound of water rushing against the shoreline.

He flipped the
walking stick in a quick motion as he approached. His footsteps
slowed as he tapped the walking stick on a nearby stone, a sharp
blade shooting out of the end that pointed upward. He threw the
stick out, pointing it away from his body, and crept forward.
Though it was a crudely made weapon, it did the trick. For the past
several years, he had established himself as the dominant creature
in the area.

He had done so
to survive, as the reed plants were only available on a first-come,
first-served basis.

His eyes
scanned the area as he slunk toward a greenish-gray plant sticking
out of the ground near the shore. Reaching the velvety leaves,
Altair knelt, placing his weapon close by.

His fingers
burned, even through the coarse gloves he wore, as he dug greedily
through the sand to reach the root of the plant. After several
seconds, he could pull the plant up and out with a slick crunching
sound. His hands trembled from the familiar pain, but he knew it
was necessary. His hands would heal. Hunger would kill.

With familiar
ease, Altair quickly plucked each of the leaves from the plant,
placing two of them in a small pocket of his sack, and tossing the
rest into the hole the plant had come from.

The hole had
already filled with sand, as was the nature of such a planet. He
threw the reedy root into the main hull of the sack before picking
up his weapon and moving on to the next patch of leaves that lay
just a few feet away.

Altair spent
the better part of the morning simply gathering roots, occasionally
pocketing some leaves. He left the rest in their respective holes
to grow more food.


Sustainability. That was important, especially if he was to be here
for years to come.

Once that was
done, he gathered some of the slow-moving ocean water. It was
obvious his father had done proper research on the planet before
dumping him here. The ocean was an unlimited source of clean,
drinking water, and it wasn’t far from where Altair lived.

Unfortunately,
the king didn’t mind that there was only one source of sustenance.
After all, he would not be the one living here for an innumerable
number of years. Heat coursed through Altair, and he gritted his
teeth, beating back the emotion. He didn’t have time to be angry
right now.

Survival. He
just needed to finish and get home.

Once he was
done with that, he took a quick dip in the shallowest end of the
lukewarm water to wash off the grime of the last few days. It
wasn’t long enough or far enough out to enjoy the water. Altair
feared the enormous creatures that called the ocean home, whose
fins sometimes towered over the surface in a way that would briefly
shadow the beach.

He scrubbed as
quickly as he could, jumpy and his eyes wary. Altair then donned
his clothing, to avoid being burned by the unforgiving
sunlight.

His containers
sloshed in the brown sack, swollen with the water he had gathered,
as he made his way back home. He was lucky today. No one had
challenged him for his goods. He hadn’t felt like fighting off some
rabid creature to keep what he had found.

Perhaps the
gods were being kinder to him today. He smirked at the thought,
wiping at the sweat that coated his upper lip with the back of his
hand.

It was more
likely that every other creature in this hellscape had died off
than the idea that his luck was changing.

The walk back
seemed even more punishing than usual. By the time he made it home,
the quick bath seemed completely unnecessary. He was coated in
sweat and dust once again. As he stepped toward his door, he felt
irreparably grimy.

Altair
grumbled in frustration as he dropped his sack of goods inside the
cooler hut. Throwing his hood back and pulling the mask down, he
made his way over to his dwindling supply of fire-making
resources.

He struggled
to pull a large, rusty pot into his cooking area. Lighting a fire,
he strained and grunted as he tugged the large pot over the flames.
Using some of the water he had gathered, he set it to boil before
throwing in the reed plants. They were too hard to eat unless
boiled for hours.

Sitting back
on the hard ground with an enormous sigh, he pulled a crude pipe
from his sack and stuffed the plant leaves into it, lighting the
end and taking a deep draw. The effect was immediate, and his mind
felt as though a cloudy buffer surrounded it. He closed his eyes
briefly, taking a deep breath through his nose and relaxing his
shoulders. Though the leaves of the reed plant held no nutritional
value, they offered a lovely, buzzed feeling that made everything
seem more tolerable.

This
accidental discovery had been made shortly after arriving here.
Altair had awoken, after crunching through handfuls of tough reed
plants, with the leaves intact, to find that he was in the burning
sands without protection. It had taken him weeks to recover
physically. From that experience, he had learned both a tough and
valuable lesson.

The leaves
were bad news, but only if you ingested them. Smoking them,
however, was a different story.

He took a few
more draws, his body completely relaxing and his mind slowly
letting go of the bad memories that had plagued him all day.

The sky
darkened as he waited for the roots to soften. His eyes wandered to
the dusty pile of books and old art supplies in the room’s corner,
noticing that their well-worn pages were cracking from age. It
wasn’t surprising that they were falling apart. It had been years
since he’d opened or used any of them. He had nearly thrown them
into the ocean as well, but the thought of losing such memories had
stopped him from going through with it.

The first part
of his time spent here had been in escapism, his hobbies being the
only way to leave his isolation. But, as he’d let go of his hope of
leaving, the supplies had gathered more and more dust.

Altair blew
smoke in their direction. Perhaps, tonight, he would indulge.

He stood
sorely and made his way over to their dusty covers. Kneeling, he
used a hand to wipe the grime off the nearest sketchbook. The
leather was worn to near paper-thin quality, but he could still
tell what it was.

It was his old
childhood sketchbook that his mother had given him for his fifth
birthday. She’d recognized an early talent in him that she’d wanted
to nurture, to combat his father’s obsession with his voice.

Altair smiled
faintly at the memory, heart aching as he remembered her face as
she’d handed it to him. He flipped it open and found an old,
charcoal sketch of his childhood bedroom. He smiled at the memory
of drawing it. He had laid on his bed and kicked his feet happily,
sketching until his eyes were sore and tired.

He had snuck
into every room of the castle from that point, drawing each of the
rooms. Even into his mother’s library, the one that she had
expressly forbidden him from entering.

It had
catapulted his love for drawing and sketching, capturing scenes of
his life to more fully remember and understand them as he
reminisced. Like he was doing now. He was suddenly grateful to
little Altair for having such foresight.

He’d meant to
return to his bedroom before his mother woke, but he had fallen
asleep on the floor of her library. He’d awoken, tucked into bed,
expecting her to say something about his behavior.

She never
had.

Altair palmed
the sketchbook in his hand before making his way back to the
fireside. He cracked open the old pages, grasping a piece of
charcoal, and began sketching, desperately hoping to lose himself
in the hobby.

Ideas did not
flow easily, and inspiration was low. So, he spent most of the time
staring at the yellowed pages, trying to decide which way to
go.

The flames
were nearly dead before Altair looked up from the book. His eyes
were crossed and blurry from focusing on the lines in the growing
darkness. He stood quickly and dropped the pad at his feet, before
grabbing his walking stick to fish the roots from the boiling
water.

He hissed in
pain as they brushed against his bare skin. He then dropped them
into a clean, wooden bowl and waited for them to cool. They would
stay good for days, and he only needed one to sustain him tonight.
Impatience began stabbing his insides, and he frowned, looking away
from the hot food.

A familiar
sound stirred him from his watch over dinner. Altair sat up
straight as mechanical whirring passed overhead. His heart pounded
into his throat.

It couldn’t
be.

The roots
forgotten, Altair rushed outside, his legs shaking in both fear and
long-forgotten hope. His heart felt as though it was trying to do a
backflip into his throat. He desperately scanned the darkening
sky.

The sound was
one he’d recognize anywhere, one he’d heard a million times as a
child.

A ship. It
could only be a ship.

But as Altair
looked into the sky, he saw only burning stars. Those same damned
stars that kept this planet the hellhole that the daytime suns
did.

Altair stayed
out there, longer than he wanted to admit, looking for his rescuer.
He waited for them to land and say that it was now safe to come
home.

To tell him he
could speak.

Finally.

But, of
course, there was nothing. Just those stars winking mockingly at
him.

He tried to
pretend that the stinging that rose to his eyes was simply the sand
that blew mercilessly into his face. He swallowed against the lump
in his throat, before turning and reentering the hut.

Grabbing some
more leaves in trembling fists, Altair ended the night the way he
always did, in the numbing bliss of a plant-induced high.



Chapter 2


Altair

 


Something woke
Altair from his fitful sleep.

He couldn’t
tell what it was. Maybe, it was the way something rustled. Perhaps,
there was a shadow that wasn’t supposed to be there. Either way,
something wasn’t right, and Altair’s instincts screamed at him,
causing his blood to pound mercilessly through his veins.

He scanned the
darkness, desperately praying that his eyes would adjust. More than
once, he’d had some sharp-toothed creature find a way into his hut
and had to fight it off. His hand slipped under his sleeping mat,
toward the walking stick.

Whatever it
was, he would chase it away. He still had the strength to do that,
even with how starved and weak his body was.

Before he
could grab it, a shadow moved. In a flash of dark clothing and
practiced finesse, it jumped toward Altair.

Forgetting all
of his training, Altair screamed, loudly. His voice was hoarse from
disuse. But, much to his surprise, the figure kept coming at him.
He couldn’t help the distracting thought that plastered itself to
his brain.

Why didn’t his
voice stop them?!

Altair rolled
off the sleeping mat to dodge the attacker but was too slow. He
felt his hair grasped by the roots and painfully tugged back as
cold metal kissed the skin of his neck. Instinctively, he knew it
was a blade. Even though there was little he could see in the
darkness, that feeling was unmistakable.

A voice spoke.
An actual voice. Altair couldn’t help but marvel at it. They spoke
in English, a tongue that he’d learned to be fluent in as a
child.

“Quiet.”

He didn’t know
if it was simply that he hadn’t heard a voice in twenty years, but
the voice sounded guttural and warped. As if they struggled to form
the word.

Before he
could say or do anything, he felt the hand leave his hair and a
different cold metal shoved between his teeth. With a hissing,
mechanical sound, his lips were clamped tightly together. He winced
and attempted to open his mouth but whimpered in pain as the clamp
tightened.

He considered
fighting back, but he could tell that his attacker was much
stronger than him. His days in exile had rendered his body nearly
helpless. Even though he’d had to survive and fight off various
creatures, eating only plant life for twenty years had done a
number on him.

Soft light
filtered through the hut, bathing everything somberly. Altair
blinked furiously at the sudden change and attempted to focus on
his attacker.

Standing in
front of him was a figure clad in dark clothing that concealed
their identity from head to toe. The clothing was sturdy but clean
and, more ominously, the attacker was armed to the teeth with
various weapons. Though if the weapons were to give Altair any clue
as to who his attacker was, they could’ve been anything or anyone.
Each weapon was from a different race of creature. Everything from
a human blaster gun to a Ursonian poison blade.

They held a
small light in their hands that they promptly placed on the ground
before moving toward Altair.

He gritted his
teeth in frustration and stared up at them, mind racing to come up
with a plan of escape. As if they sensed his hostility, the figure
shook their head minutely.

Altair froze.
His attacker’s confidence quickly deflated any hope he had of
attempting a counterattack.

They then
stepped forward, pulling a pair of glimmering cuffs from their tool
belt. They pulled his arms roughly behind his back, and the cuffs
were tightened painfully around his wrists. Altair winced once
again, anger staining his cheeks an ugly red color.

They’re really
strong.

The thought
brought panic with it that shrouded Altair’s mind as the reality of
his situation fell into place. This was his worst nightmare.

In actuality,
this was his father’s worst nightmare.

Either way,
this was bad.

Very, very
bad.

His attacker
grabbed his hair yet again, forcing him to stand. They pulled a
blaster from their tool belt and pointed it at him, nudging him
forward. They then picked up the light and pushed him forward, out
of his prison.

And all Altair
could do was walk.

As he walked,
he remembered what his father’s contingency plan had been for this
very situation. His heart pounded at the memory.

 


Altair’s eyes
had filled with tears as his father turned to leave after
explaining what the plan was.

He’d run after
his father’s uncaring back and grabbed at the long cloak that
adorned the king’s shoulders.

His father
stopped and turned to face him, his face lined with exhaustion and
disappointment.

Altair stepped
forward hesitatingly. He was terrified of the answer to this
question, but everything in his little body yearned for the
answer.

It yearned for
his father’s face to turn kind again.

He grabbed one
of the sketchbooks that a nervous servant had laid on the cot and
scribbled before handing it over to his father.

The king took
it with careful fingers, as though afraid it would burn him. His
eyes slid over the question his son had hastily written.

 


Papa, what do
I do if they find me? And I can’t use my voice?

 


His father
stared at him, face devoid of any fatherly emotion or tenderness.
It was odd how that had changed so quickly. In only a matter of
weeks.

He didn’t
speak for a moment, then turned away.

Despair curled
in Altair’s stomach, and he wiped his eyes, resigning himself to
never having an answer to his question.

Perhaps if
that happened, his father would come back.

As the king
approached the door of the hut, he stopped. Without looking at
Altair, he finally, quietly, answered.

“If they find you, and you can’t stop them. You let them kill
you, boy.”

 


Altair’s legs
quaked at the idea, and he nearly lost his footing in the hot sand.
He could stop right here, refuse to move forward, and let his
unknown assailant shoot him. He could be loyal to his father’s
plan.

But
…

He had
screamed. He had used his voice for the first time in years, and
his attacker hadn’t even flinched.

The curiosity
was too great. His need for survival and answers outweighed his
loyalty to his father.

After all, his
father had dropped him off on this gods-forsaken planet with no
answers, no communication, and very little to survive on.

Why should he
end his own life to make his father’s life easier?

Anger and
resentment bubbled up inside of him and powered his legs to keep
moving forward. His captor stepped behind him to tie a rope to his
cuffs before leading the way, their dim light in hand.

As they
traipsed through the sands, Altair felt his feet burning through
his flimsy shoes. He longed for the sturdier boots that he had been
forced to abandon in the kidnapping.

Altair huffed,
trying to ignore the stitch in his side as he attempted to keep up
with his assailant. They were quick and would impatiently tug at
the rope if he fell too far behind. Altair kept tripping over his
own feet out of exhaustion, blinking against the sand that coated
his vision.

It seemed like
hours before they cleared a dune and found what his attacker was
looking for.

A beautiful,
sleek Troy ship.

Its silver
edges were sharp and dangerous. Not even the billowing sand could
dirty the mirror-like finish of such a gorgeous ship. This model
was years better than the ones he’d seen before he was exiled.

If it had been
able to, his jaw would’ve dropped.

Well, this
solved the mystery of who his attacker was. Troy ships were only
curated and piloted by humans. From the little he’d seen or heard
about humans, he knew they were a dangerous type of creature. They
possessed no claws, sharp teeth, or magical abilities, but their
survival instinct was unrivaled. They would do and say just about
anything to make it out alive.

His father had
entertained small groups of humans out of political courtesy but
had never officially sided with them in the war. This, of course,
caused some tension. But because he had also never sided with the
Vesunians, things stayed cordial.

That was, at
least, until Altair’s abilities were discovered.

He didn’t even
notice that he’d stopped until he received a rather sharp jab to
the ribs with the barrel of a blaster. Wheezing through his nose,
Altair shot his attacker a dirty look before moving toward the
ship, still struggling to keep up.

His attacker
extended a silver remote that emitted a clear, bell-like tone. The
craft whirred to life, lighting up the sand below it with balls of
light. Hydraulics hissed and steamed as an entrance rolled open and
a ramp extended down and toward them both. Altair watched in
admiration as the ship opened itself to them, in awe of how
technology had advanced during his exile.

At the
attacker’s nudging, Altair stepped onto the cool metal, eyes
rolling back in relief. His feet would hurt for days, no doubt.

The clang of
Altair limping into the craft echoed across the dunes. As they
shoved him into a corner of the ship, he turned and watched them
slowly disappear as the silver door rolled shut.

His stomach
was a mess of nerves and, as much as it pained him to say it,
relief. The bright, silver cleanliness of the ship was a welcome
sight opposed to dirt and sand.

He relaxed
against the metal wall as the dark figure fiddled with the control
panel.

Altair watched
as they expertly started the engines and piloted the ship into the
sky. It didn’t even so much as shake or tilt as it moved upward.
The ship rose vertically with ease, before rocketing with
incredible speed toward the planet’s atmosphere.

Altair rolled
silently to his side so that he could watch through a nearby window
as they broke through the atmosphere with hardly a shudder and
entered the blissful darkness and silence of space. Altair couldn’t
help the happiness that radiated through him as he watched the
planet, his home, and his jail for so many years, disappear.

Several
minutes passed by as Altair watched it wink out of existence. He
felt a lump in his throat as he realized that this changed
everything. No matter where he was headed, he’d never have to go
near that sand pit ever again.

In fact, he’d
rather throw himself into the nearest black hole than ever go
back.

He was so lost
in thought; he didn’t even notice that a pair of eyes were burning
into the back of his head. Altair tipped his gaze back and was
startled to see dark brown eyes peering at him from inside the
black hood. There were no other discernible features that could be
seen, but there was one thing of which Altair was certain.

Those eyes
were burning with disgust and hatred.

Altair
recoiled from the scathing look.

What did I do
to them?!

His captor
didn’t even seem ashamed that Altair had caught them looking at
him. The figure just blinked once, and twice, then turned to face
the control panel once again.

They hit a few
buttons that made the ship shudder once again before steadying in a
smooth, unnatural way. Altair scuttled backward on his behind as
best as he could as the figure turned and stalked toward him.

The attacker
knelt in front of him and, using one swift motion, undid his
shackles. Altair rubbed his sore wrists, looking at them in
confusion.

He flinched
away as they pulled the blaster out once more and pointed it
threateningly at Altair’s head. When they spoke, it was in that
same, strained tone they had used before.

“Don’t run. Don’t fight. It will only end badly for
you.”

Altair
swallowed and nodded, knowing instinctively that he couldn’t fight
back, even if he had all the weapons on the tool belt his attacker
sported.

Their voice
was unreadable. It was so garbled and difficult to understand that
trying to focus on pitch and tone was impossible.

There was also
something dangerous in the way they carried themselves. They held a
grace in their movements that Altair had never seen before. He
could tell that there was some intensive training behind them. He
wasn’t sure why someone so morbidly talented would be sent after
the likes of him.

Besides his
voice, there was little harm Altair could do to anyone.

They seemed to
take his nod seriously and stood, reaching into the bag that was
strapped to their back. They pulled a small drawstring sack from it
and dropped it into Altair’s lap.

He clutched
the small bag before glancing at his captor with a questioning
look. They nodded their head, indicating that he needed to open it.
Altair conceded and slipped open the strings before dumping out the
contents onto his legs.

Out of the bag
tumbled toiletries encased in silver bottles, carefully labeled as
to what they were. He picked up each bottle with a light touch and
read their labels.

Shampoo. Body
Soap. Lotion.

Altair looked
up at his captor once again, his eyebrow twitching upward in
confusion. The dark figure folded their arms across their chest and
nodded toward the back of the ship.

“You stink. Wash.”

Altair
frowned, halfheartedly attempting to feign offense. However, he
couldn’t quite muster it. He probably smelled pretty bad.

Nodding,
Altair carefully stood. His captor watched him with wary eyes, as
if they expected him to do something. However, Altair was smarter
than that.

And he kind of
wanted a decent shower.

He gestured at
his mouth, touching the device that still held his lips together.
The thing that kept him from using his powers.

The figure’s
eyes darkened, and they shook their hooded head with finality
before turning and stalking to the control panel to monitor the
systems.

Fair
enough.

Altair made
his way to where his captor had pointed, assuming there was a
washroom there.

His assumption
was correct.

It was on the
left side of the small hallway, near a room that housed simple
sleeping cots. He pushed through the opposite door, cautiously
peering inside.

The bathroom,
though small, was modern and beautiful. Everything was
painstakingly clean and white with a silver finish. A stand-alone
corner shower stood in the back, enclosed in a half-circle, sliding
glass door. The vanity held two simple drawers, one silver sink,
and a spotless mirror. A toilet was crammed into the opposite
corner and the shower was finished in the same manner as the rest
of the bathroom. Lying on the counter was a perfectly folded simple
gray outfit.

Surprise shot
through him, and he wondered when his captor would have had the
time to set things out like this.

He was even
more surprised that he was being treated with such care.

Altair looked
down at the well-worn clothing he had made himself while exiled. He
was sure that if he were to take these off and set them on the
ground, they would stand on their own because of the grime buildup
on them.

New clothes
sounded nice too, even if they were in an awful gray color.

Altair peeled
off his old clothing and set them in a corner behind the bathroom
door before climbing into the shower with his bag of toiletries. He
stared in confusion at the panel on the wall in front of him.

What in the
world…?

Altair mused
over the many buttons and switches. This was nothing like the
technology on his home planet. It seemed strangely rudimentary,
which was at odds with the sleek and powerful ship it
ornamented.

Altair’s hands
danced over the panel before settling on a promising-looking button
and pressing it. Steaming water streamed from the overhead shower,
scalding his vulnerable form.

Altair
attempted to yelp, but the device muffled it. He danced away from
the burning droplets as his hands desperately wormed around the
stream of water and pressed everything he could touch.

Streams of
alternating burning, lukewarm, and freezing water came in floods,
shocking his body; and producing muffled sounds of pain and
surprise. He made the very ship move as he jumped around, tears
springing to his eyes.

Altair
scrambled out of the shower, trembling. His temper flared when he
thought he heard laughter echoing lightly from beyond the door.

It wasn’t
his fault that the shower was so difficult to use.

Cursing
colorfully in his mind, he stared at the shower as it continued to
run. There had to be an easier way than this.

A gentle knock
startled him, and he grabbed at one of the fresh towels hanging
nearby to cover himself.

He knew that
he couldn’t ignore the knock without risking his captor’s anger,
nor could he call out that he would figure it out himself. Altair
cautiously opened the door with a begrudging look plastered on his
face.

The figure
stood there, still completely shrouded in black. Even though Altair
couldn’t see anything besides their eyes, amusement radiated from
them.

It was odd
that their expression could change so quickly. One second, they
were looking at him as if he was a bug they had stepped on. The
next moment, they found his antics amusing. Altair’s temper heated,
coloring his cheeks an ugly shade.

You’ve got a
stupid sense of humor.

They didn’t
even give him a second glance as they pushed past Altair. His
captor reached into the shower, pressed a few buttons, and stepped
out of the bathroom without a word, closing the door behind
them.

Altair
cautiously approached the water and dipped a hand under the stream.
He relaxed as he palmed his hand under the water, letting it fill
up.

The perfect
temperature.

He tried to
recall exactly which buttons they had pressed so he could replicate
it in the future as he dropped the towel and stepped under the
shower head.

Altair’s
shoulders relaxed and rolled back. A hot shower. He hadn’t had one
of these in a very long time. In fact, he couldn’t remember the
last time he had enjoyed one.

He opened the
small bag of toiletries and fished out each one as needed. They
were hardly luxury products, but much better than he’d had in
years.

Altair
relished the soap’s feeling as he lathered it across every square
inch of his body. He washed for a long time. Altair didn’t know
when he would have another chance, so he definitely made the most
of the shower.

Altair made
sure he banished every trace of sand and dirt from his body. He
imagined he was purging himself of his exile as he did so.

He had to
stoop a little to make sure he rinsed properly. The shower head was
only slightly shorter than him, which was inconvenient, but
unworthy of his frustration. His height was something that he’d
barely registered since he’d grown. It had never caused him
problems other than the low roof of his hut.

Finally, he
stepped out of the shower, after he’d figured out how to turn it
off, and dried himself. Altair used the rest of his toiletries
before pulling on the drab clothing that had been left for him.

He was pleased
to find they fit well.

The clothing
consisted of simple gray sweatpants made of a soft, light material
that came with a matching long-sleeved shirt. For his feet, they
had left him some black slip-on shoes. Nothing too flashy, but
comfortable enough that he sighed heavily through his nose in
contentment once they were on his body.

He also hadn’t
felt clothing this soft in a long time, so he spent more time just
rubbing his hands against the sleeves, enjoying the feeling of the
fabric brushing against his skin.

When he left
the bathroom, his captor didn’t even turn to look at him. He
watched them carefully, walking across the silver floors with light
footsteps.

One might have
thought that they hadn’t even noticed him re-enter the main hull.
However, their hand resting against the blaster on their weapons
belt said otherwise.

Altair made
his way over to the corner in which he had been sitting before and
slid down the wall, exhaustion suddenly radiating through his body,
making his limbs feel sore and heavy.

It was a
sudden and rude reminder of how he had been attacked in the middle
of the night and had lost out on some much-needed sleep.

Unfortunately,
he was still a prisoner.

And this
person, who stood gazing out into the never-ending expanse of
space, had still attacked him. Despite the kindness they had shown
him in offering a shower and some fresh clothing, he still did not
know what their motives were. Even as tired as he was, he had to
stay awake.

Altair wasn’t
sure he could trust them enough to close his eyes, even for a
moment. Armed as heavily as they were, there were about a million
ways they could kill or injure him. It would be stupid to sleep
when he was in the presence of such a dangerous individual.

Altair stared
at the figure, willing them to turn around and state who they were
or even, simply, what they wanted with him. Even more so, Altair
wished they would say how they had found him.

His father had
been so careful.

And yet…

Some
random human had found him with apparent ease.

Despite
Altair’s burning stare, they kept their gaze focused on the
whirling landscape outside of the ship. Their shoulders were taut,
almost as though they had to keep themselves from turning and
speaking to him.

His eyes swam
with exhausted tears, blurring his vision.

Gods, he
wanted to sleep.

Every blink
felt heavier and harder to force his eyes open. It was like his
tears were glue and pulling his eyelids apart each time felt
unnatural.

Unwillingly,
Altair drifted off to sleep.



Chapter 3


Altair

 


When Altair
awoke, he was no longer seated against the cold, hard wall of the
ship.

He rolled
over, realizing he was in a cot and covered in a thin, but large
blanket. His head was also resting comfortably on a cool, fluffy
pillow.

Somehow, his
captor had picked up and carried his tall form all the way to this
bed without waking him.

Despite how
sleepy he was, Altair marveled at their strength. He stretched
deeply, curling his toes, attempting to shake off how groggy he
felt. He hadn’t slept that well in a very long time.

Yawning, he
sat up and looked around. He was the only one in a room of three
cots. This was the room he had passed on his way to the bathroom
earlier.

The ship. It
was coming back to him fully now.

The ship.

Piloted by the
person who had attacked him.

Altair
immediately felt his body tense as he remembered his ordeal from
the night before. The attack, the kidnapping, the weapons, the
ship, the mouthpiece…

The
mouthpiece.

Altair grabbed
at his face, realizing that the mouthpiece had been removed. He
worked his jaw before gasping, confused by the gesture. His
thoughts raced in an attempt to understand.

He couldn’t
have been trusted so easily. That made absolutely no sense,
especially after what lengths to which the attacker had gone to
protect themself from Altair and his powers.

He stood
slowly, glancing around the room and wondering if there was any
clue as to what was going on. However, the room was just as devoid
of answers as the rest of this situation.

Altair bit his
lip, trying to consider the possibilities.

If this person
worked for those who wanted him for his abilities, they would know
what he could do. They wouldn’t have trusted him enough to remove
the mouthpiece.

So, what else
could this be?

Altair’s
stomach dropped as another possibility slithered into his mind.


Perhaps…

Perhaps, this
person worked for his father. Maybe he had sent them to test
Altair’s willingness to stick to the plan.

His father
might have wanted to make sure that after all these years, he was
still loyal to his training and the king’s wishes.

If that were
the case, Altair had failed miserably. Perhaps, if he had attempted
to take his life, the attacker would’ve stopped him. They would’ve
told him it was a test that he had passed, and that his ordeal was
now over.

A twisted game
of loyalty.

But he hadn’t
done that. And if that was the case, he had betrayed his father’s
trust. It was possible they were on their way back to Serina so his
father could punish Altair for his insubordination.

It was highly
unlikely, but the thought that it might be true made Altair’s
stomach twist.

He looked
toward the bedroom door, which was tightly shut. The room must’ve
been mostly soundproof because he couldn’t hear the comings and
goings of anything else on the ship. The only thing he could hear
was the faint roaring of the engine. Altair strode over to the door
and attempted to push it open.

It didn’t
budge.

His arms
dropped to his sides. Altair realized he hadn’t exactly been
trusted. They had locked him inside this room.

Funny enough,
relief trickled through him. This made it less likely that it was
his father running some strange loyalty test. Altair made his way
back to his cot and flopped down with a heavy sigh.

In a prison,
yet again, but this one was marginally more comfortable.

He was kidding
himself. This one was way more comfortable than his last
one. The only thing that would make it blissful in comparison was a
safe body of water into which to dive.

Altair kicked
one of his legs lightly over the side of the cot and swayed it back
and forth. He wished, vaguely, for something to entertain him.
After all, he wasn’t sure how long he was going to be locked in
here. All he could do was stare at the immaculate, silver walls of
the ship. There wasn’t even a window from which to look out.

Altair tried
to make do with just his mind to entertain him, something he was
used to doing. He closed his eyes, losing himself in the thoughts
that swept through his consciousness.

He
hypothesized, over and over, who his captor was, and why they
needed him.

And, an even
more interesting train of thought, he hypothesized how they had
found him. He was sure that his father had scrubbed every record of
Altair’s existence from both written and spoken history. It was the
only logical course of action. Even through his anger and betrayal,
he knew that.

He wondered if
his father had faked his death.

He had been
too young at the time to know all the details of the plan. He was
of the age where he was eager to please, and his father was the
kind of person who preferred silent obedience.

Don’t ask,
don’t tell. A “secrets are secrets for a reason” type of male.

All he’d known
was that his mother was dead, and there were some terrible people
after him. It had something to do with the war, and he needed to go
into hiding.

What lovely
wording. “Needed to go into hiding.” It turns out that simply meant
banishment. Though, of course, young Altair had not understood.

His thoughts
turned sour as anger bubbled in his stomach.

More than
likely, the entire story was bullshit. Probably concocted to rid
himself of the son who had taken everything from him.

It hadn’t been
Altair’s fault, though. In all reality, it was his father’s fault.
Taking a gifted child and bragging so brazenly about his powers, of
course, others would take notice, even without a war complicating
things.

He wondered
whose idea it had been to call the spell caster.

Perhaps his
mother, though he didn’t think she would have been so
short-sighted. It was most likely his father, charging forward with
his plan as he so often did. Mother would’ve never gone for
anything so risky.


Mother.

Altair
flinched at her memory again, that familiar ache in his chest
making it feel as though it would burst open. He hadn’t
purposefully thought about her in years. It was too painful.

The first time
had been when he’d opened the sketchbook again. This time was more
painful.

It was easier
to think about his father, where anger was an emotion that he could
handle. Guilt was much more difficult to process.

A sudden
realization caused Altair to rocket straight up in his cot. It
creaked ominously as it registered the weight shift.

His
abilities.

He hadn’t
purposefully spoken a word in years because of them, not since his
mother had died. He had been instructed to speak to no one,
absolutely no one, until his father returned. This rule included
speaking to himself.

His father’s
warning still rang in his ears.

You don’t know
if anyone is around. You wouldn’t want to hurt anyone, would you,
boy?

The fear had
kept him silent for so long. A hopeful bubble of thought floated to
the surface.

Now, well, why
not say something?

He was in a
soundproof room, wasn’t he? The only person he could hurt was
standing outside and wouldn’t be able to hear him. And to be
honest, they didn’t seem particularly affected by his earlier
scream.

Additionally,
he admitted, if he hurt them, it wasn’t as if that would be the
worst thing in the world. They attacked him in his bed and dragged
him onto this ship without explaining absolutely
anything.

Altair chewed
on his lower lip. His heart hammered in his chest at the thought of
finally hearing his voice. Perhaps even singing once again.

No.

His stomach
flip-flopped as he considered that. He wouldn’t dare go that
far.

Clearing his
throat, Altair opened his mouth and attempted to speak. Pain
scratched up his throat, along with air, as he pushed through, eyes
watering.

What came out
of his mouth couldn’t be considered speech. It was more akin to a
squeaky door hinge.

The effort
caused a significant coughing fit right afterward. He gasped for
air through the hacking and shoved a fist into his abdomen,
pressing hard against it to stifle the noise. Tears stung his eyes
as he took several shaky breaths.

Of course, it
wouldn’t be that easy. He hadn’t so much as hummed or whispered in
years.

Swallowing
what little moisture was left in his mouth, he tried again. This
time, he focused on saying a word.

One word that
haunted him from his nightmare the other night.

“Ewet.”

It came out
rough, and squeaky, but out it came. Altair couldn’t help the smile
that split his face at the sound of his voice.

His
voice.

It sounded
much deeper than he remembered it being. He had been a child when
he’d first been exiled. His last words had been when he was merely
six years old.

He felt the
inviting, poisonous magic roll off his tongue as he murmured the
name of his favorite flower.

The magic hit
deaf walls and went no further. Joy filled Altair’s chest as the
curse died, reassuring him he was safe in this room. And that
everyone else was too.

His anxiety
broken, Altair suddenly laughed, wild and free. He laughed
uncontrollably, his throat aching from the effort. He was laughing
so hard that his abdomen hurt even more and joyous tears sprang to
his eyes. Altair wrapped his arms around his middle as he doubled
over.
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