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To Grant.

I would take on the Ancients for you.
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PROLOGUE
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This may be the last time I have the chance to say anything to anyone at all.

My name is Kline Griven, and if you’re reading this letter, my Society has fallen.

The things they call maurs and their putrid canine pets have slaughtered us all. Imperium has fallen. Rus has been chewed through, and Metalla is sure to be next. It’s only a matter of time until we’re dead in Athad, too. I can hear the creatures prowling...hunting...I can’t tell what scares me more: being ripped apart or being stuck in this house with my forsaken father.

The military pulled out and left us here alone, like they had with everyone else. When the men who have all the weapons cower and hide, it means there’s little chance for the rest. I hoped, prayed, that the creatures would somehow miss us, that they would overlook our poor villages with little to offer. We have nothing they could want, nothing except our blood.

Minutes ago, the floor rumbled with a monstrous quake, threatening to tear the ground apart beneath our feet. Then there was a growl...so vicious and loud, yet it felt as if it traveled from a distant land. Whatever roared so fiercely from must have been large enough to overtake mountains. Maybe the planet is as doomed as the rest of us and is willing to tear itself apart to rid itself of these creatures.

I write this in warning.

If you are not from these lands, be wary of where you seek refuge; few Societies still stand. Your best option? I wish I could tell you. Perhaps the Barrens, if it remains.

This is my end. I only hope this letter serves as a reminder that we once worked these lands. That I once existed. Because from what we’ve seen, these monsters leave nothing behind.

If you do find this letter and the world is no longer safe...run, hide, and hope that they never find you.

Signed,

Kline Griven
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Chapter 1: Cavill

[image: ]




Three months. 

Air rushes out of my lungs as I push the weighted bar high in the air, my back against the hot and sticky leather of the bench press.

Three months.

I grit my teeth together as my muscles threaten to collapse under the weight, my arms now shaking with each rep.

Three fucking months.

I yell with my final push, mustering all the strength I have left to lift the bar back onto the rack. Quaking, I can’t do anything but lie here at a slight incline, my arms weak at my sides as a trail of sweat marks its way down the side of my temple and onto the floor. My chest rises and lowers with each breath, a familiar feeling of the strain I put on myself for the past eighty-four days.

Not a day goes by where I don’t think about what I had given up.

The gym’s sliding glass door opens and I hear light footsteps along the pristinely polished ceramic tiles. They make their way to the thick padding in the weight lifting section.

“I still don’t understand why you relish in the misery of using this antiquated equipment.” Sata remarks, standing at the foot of the bench press with her arms crossed.

I don’t respond with anything but a huff, another familiar habit of mine that I’d picked up since we left Imperium. There’s little need for talk, unless it has to do with figuring out a way to get Atlas back. I’d rather not waste the time or energy indulging in anything else.

“Fine.” Sata relinquishes, taking her exit, “I guess I’ll just try again tomorrow.”

Try again tomorrow, I think to myself. The same thing she’s said to me since I went from full paragraphs to single sentences, then inevitably to grunts that conveyed my emotions well enough. The only person who had truly understood the gravity of what I was feeling and how little I wanted to get into it was Frank, or should I say, Baptiste. Even Daisuke tried to press me for some conversation here and there. Though most of the time, he was off brooding somewhere in one of the rooms in the dozens of lodges we’ve stopped at on our way to Draecia.

This place was no different than the rest. Quaint and comfortable, a place for travelers to rest their weary heads. It had everything one could need for an overnight stay and enough privacy to leave me alone with my thoughts. Thanks to the Sriker funds, none of it came out of my pockets, so there wasn’t much room for complaining.

My phone dings in my pocket, another thing to thank Baptiste’s bank account for. I check the screen to read the small-print text.

You should have access to your funds now, Mr. Dandridge, it reads.

Something to be excited about. Over the past four weeks, Baptiste had stuck some poor woman in charge of getting all my and Cynthine’s affairs in order. It started with unlocking the Dandridge fortune, then getting all of our personal identification, and of course, phones to access everything we needed. With the dozens of failsafes Cynthine had set in place to protect our money from prying hands, it’s a miracle we were able to get back into the accounts at all.

I slide the phone back into my pocket and rise slowly. My arms feel like jelly as I stand, wiping the leather seat down with a clean towel and disinfectant. Not that anyone had used this equipment for months, or so the giant spider under the elliptical handle had said.

I leave the gym as I found it, my bare chest and back thankful for the cold bursts of air conditioning circling through the lodge’s ventilation system. The dark wood-paneled walls and old paintings hanging on rusted nails lead me in the right direction. I stop to look at one I hadn’t noticed before, an oil painting of a large bear weaving within a thick forest. Its eyes are focused elsewhere, as if it had yet to catch onto someone watching it. A part of me feels jealous at the thought.

That’s the thing about this life, someone somewhere is always watching.

Shaking my head, I continue my walk. I pass three of the four rooms we have booked for our stay, Sata and Exo in one, Baptiste and Cynthine in another, Aurora and Seraphine in the third, and Daisuke and I in ours. Had Zen and Grave not been sent on a mission to gather intel on Emeryx’s movements, I might have had someone here who I could room with in silent understanding. The two of them had lost people close to them back in Vitalis. A mutual pain that could be shared without words.

“There you are.” Daisuke says quietly as I walk through the door.

He’s perched on a chair in front of an old laptop, scrolling through pages of text. I let my eyes hover on the screen for a second before he turns the screen towards me, gesturing for me to sit in the chair beside his.

“You’d be interested in this.” He says kindly, but not over-enthusiastically, which I’m thankful for.

Using his foot, he kicks the wooden chair out so it’s facing me and I take it, sitting uncomfortably in my sweaty pants. Daisuke doesn’t mind as he barely gives me a once-over before going back to the computer. My eyes read the screen, realizing it’s an intelligence report from Ryken Sriker, Baptiste’s younger brother.

“They might have found a way in.” Daisuke starts, clicking the trackpad to highlight an excerpt from the document, “It says here that Enderson has sent out a work order.”

I raise a brow, keeping my lips pressed together as I feel my heart propel to life, thudding against my ribs as my palms start to sweat. For the past three months, Enderson Davarian’s compound has been locked down. Guarded by Netherfiends, grotesque canine creatures, day and night, there was no way of getting in there without being shredded into a thousand pieces. We learned the hard way during the first week after Atlas’ abduction. Ryken had sent a small team of men out to extract her in the middle of the night. They barely made it within fifty feet of the compound before being mauled to death.

I straighten my back remembering the sounds of their hopeless wails as the Netherfiends tore into their flesh. A far less lenient death than at the hands of the maurs.

Daisuke swivels in his chair to read my expression before turning back around.

“Hard to believe, I know.”

Of course he knows. Everyone knows. Enderson wouldn’t dare to be so stupid to send a work order to anyone outside of his inner circle for this very reason. Not once had he tried to contact the outside world in a way that was traceable. Every single step he took was planned in a way to keep their location a secret. To send a work order out now would be the biggest mistake he’s made in eighty-four days.

Daisuke clicks the trackpad again, highlighting another portion of the document that I hadn’t gotten to yet.

“Apparently, our favorite kidnapper is looking to have an indoor pool installed on the lower level of the compound. He’s put in an order for a structural extension as well as the pool itself...” He looses a breath, “Which I’m sure is bound to cost a fortune and will require a lot of people to work on.” His voice lilts at the end of the sentence.

I shift my eyes to the right, tracing the hideous green and beige checkered blankets on the two double beds. My jaw clenches at the thought of Enderson doing anything to make Atlas feel more at home.

“This is a good thing.” Daisuke calls my attention back to the computer, though he’s now focused on me, “It means we have a potential way to get someone in the compound. Though I’m sure he’s going to be checking everyone’s biometrics before they’re granted entry. The Srikers have to have some type of masking technology like your mom did. Or at least have the money to get started on synthesizing something that could help.” He pauses for a moment to let me speak, but I remain silent.

Daisuke continues.

“Not that it would help with facial recognition. If we could get our hands on the worker manifest, we might be able to convince someone to help her escape. There has to be someone sympathetic to our plight, now that the world knows about you...about what’s coming.”

I close my eyes and lean back in the chair, staring at the ceiling. The world sure does know, thanks to just about every news station outside of Imperium. By the time we left the city limits, every major outlet was reporting on the fall of Imperium, the existence of the maurs, and how the Others are hunting me. Of course, thanks to the thoroughness of their investigatory teams, the whole continent now knows of Cavill Dandridge’s “prophecy” and every village, town, and Society we venture into is in danger. This now went far beyond the city limits, with the whole continent at risk of being wiped off the face of the Earth for harboring a cosmic target.

Finding a place to stay was nearly impossible, until Baptiste offered to pay twice the nightly rate at lodges that were as far away from well-traveled areas as you could imagine. They were mostly owned by older citizens who were looking to stay afloat and had no choice but to say yes to the amount of money that landed into their accounts moments after.

The notion of going to a local store for groceries or stopping at any populated charging station was completely out of the question. I was instructed to stay inside at all times, though on the rare occasion, I was able to sneak out in the dead of night to feel the fresh air on my skin. Baptiste caught me once, gave me a stern talking to, and then walked away. Another silent understanding that if I were to be kept inside like a fucking animal every second of every day, I would lose my mind. Though that would make quite the headline, “Cavill Dandridge, Chosen or Crazy?”

“I’ll just talk to Baptiste about it.” Daisuke acquiesces frustrated with my silence, ripping me out of my train of thought.

I rise from the chair and make my way to our bathroom, closing the door behind me and locking it swiftly. Leaning into the shower, I flick on the water to the near-hottest setting before going to the mirror. Resting against the sink, my hands grasp the porcelain as I stare at my reflection, not knowing if Atlas would recognize me as I am now. My hair sits shorter, thanks to Seraphine’s clumsy haircutting that kept it comfortably above my ears. My skin is pale, as to be expected with my lack of sunlight. And my eyes, once brilliant blue, have seemingly dulled to an unfamiliar color.

I hang my head low, taking a deep breath as steam billows around the room. A familiar uncomfortable sensation overtakes me as I hold onto the edge of the sink to keep myself steady. I prepare myself for the worst as my chest tightens and breathing becomes harder. With the next shuddering breath, my shoulders shake, but I keep my mouth sealed. I squeeze my eyes shut as the tears can’t be held back, small droplets forming along my lashes and pushing their way out, no matter how hard I try to keep them at bay. I try to make my weeping as silent as possible, another talent I’ve mastered. A building pressure at the back of my throat forces me to cough, a weak whimper following behind. Finally, I let it all go, releasing every quiet emotion that I have into the atmosphere.

It only takes a second before I force myself back under control and take one final breath.

“I promise that there is no force in this Godforsaken universe that will keep me from you.” I whisper into the void.

I roughly wipe the tears with the back of my hand, undressing and stepping into the steaming hot shower, rinsing every feeling that threatens my resolve down the drain.
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Chapter 2: Daisuke
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“If you don’t stop pushing him, he’s going to continue to retreat into himself.” Baptiste lectures for what feels like the thousandth time.

Cynthine, Sata, Exo, Baptiste, and I are sat around a large table in a faraway room in this decrepit village tavern. Each person looks as forlorn as the next, with Cynthine barely keeping it together at seeing her son in such a state. Even Sata has an inkling of concern, continually questioning whether it was her that broke Cavill’s metaphorical camel’s back and forced him into eternal silence. After minutes of debating back and forth, everyone now understood there was nothing any of us had done and that this is just how he grieves. I’ve never seen him like this, not even...before.

I left the room and called this meeting to give Cavill some privacy, considering the sound of quiet crying that had made its way through the bathroom door. I would never dare mention specifics, but keeping everyone apprised of his condition was one of my many duties. Everyone seemed thankful that I was keeping tabs, but if they knew the true depth of what he was feeling, there’s no doubt they would stage some sort of intervention.

I agree with Baptiste in every sense of the word, having learned the hard way myself. If anyone was to “blame” for Cavill’s withdrawal, it would be me. I was the last person he spoke to before his oath of silence, or argued with, rather.

“But how are we going to get anything done if he refuses to talk?” Sata asks to anyone willing to listen, “He wants her back as much as I do and he can’t do that if he won’t so much as look at half of us.”

“You have to give him time...” Cynthine says softly, playing with the paper cup of steaming coffee in front of her, “Cavill needs to come to terms with things on his own. It’s always been this way, even after his father died.”

I nod my head, agreeing once again, knowing the only person in this world that could make any of this better was in the middle of a frozen wasteland being held captive by a far more powerful being than we had ever imagined.

“Enderson Davarian is enemy number one.” Exo declares, “Wiping that fucker off the face of the planet is the only way anything has a chance of getting back to normal.”

Sata sighs heavily, folding her hands on the table.

“Enderson, Emeryx, the Others, the maurs, Netherfiends, take your pick. No matter what we do, there’s always going to be someone interested in Cavill’s head on a plate.”

“That’s exactly why we need to start eliminating our threats one by one and putting Cavill into a position of power.” Cynthine admits, her Governor’s voice overtaking her motherly tone, “There will always be someone vying to take out the Chosen until he’s untouchable.”

This is all news that has been shared and repeated numerous times over the past few months. Take down the enemies and get Cavill into his rightful place so high above everyone that no one would dare touch him. Aurora had petitioned to go after the First Order first, while Baptiste thinks we need to eliminate the Others. But getting to the Others requires a dozen other steps that none of us are prepared to take, not until we get to Draecia. Exo is adamant that taking down Enderson is the most important, as does Sata, of course.

As for me? I have no fucking clue.

“Has anyone read Ryken’s latest debrief?” I ask, aptly avoiding the inevitable argument of everyone saying we should do X, Y, and Z first.

“I have.” Cynthine and Baptiste both announce.

“I haven’t had the chance.” Sata blushes while turning to look at Exo, who finds his hands rather interesting.

I don’t bother pressing them about their responsibilities, knowing that since their mutual confession of undying love also came with an undying physical connection to one another.

I continue.

“Ryken noted that Enderson has hired a crew to build a pool in his compound. It’s our way in and the only chance we’ve had since all of this began. We have to find a way to infiltrate the contractors and get Atlas out. If we do that, then Cavill will have his head back on his shoulders to take on Emeryx. Then we can take down the First Order with the help of the Srikers.” I nod to Baptiste, “Then we move onto the Others. It’s the only way.”

“Can I ask a stupid question?” Sata bites her lip, “Why do we need Cavill for any of this? Instead of sitting on our asses, why don’t we just, I don’t know, do it ourselves?”

“Yeah.” Exo agrees, “The longer we wait to get Cavill back to Cavill, the more time Emeryx has to strengthen his forces, to make more of those creepy fucking talking maur things. If he has a whole army of them, we’re fucked. Especially since Enderson is definitely not on our side and Aurora doesn’t come close to him in power.”

“Well excuse me.” Aurora chides from the threshold to the conference room before taking one of the empty seats, “I tried my best to keep you all alive. Actually, I would say that none of you would be here right now if it wasn’t for me.”

I run my hand through my shoulder-length jet black hair and sigh heavily.

“No one’s saying you’re not capable, just that Enderson is more capable. Plus, we wouldn’t want to risk you like that, no one in this room should want to risk any of us like that.”

I look to the door behind her, waiting for Seraphine to follow but the hallway remains empty.

“Where’s Seraphine?” I ask pointedly, a name I was still getting comfortable with using after knowing her as Six for so long.

Aurora waves at the door absentmindedly before exchanging a knowing look with Baptiste.

“Taking a nap.”

“Taking a nap?” I question, catching the silent exchange.

“Seraphine has been getting headaches...” Cynthine interjects, “All the stress.”

I raise a brow.

“And everyone knew this but me?”

“You’ve been busy.” Aurora explains too kindly, “She didn’t want to bother you.”

Baptiste clears his throat.

“We have two days before it will be safe enough for Ryken to send us transportation to Draecia. We should spend the time wisely to solidify a plan so I don’t stumble my way through the shareholder’s meeting asking for money without knowing where it will be allocated.”

Sata whines.

“It’s still so bleak that you have to ask to use your own family’s money. We could have at least had some nicer digs. Maybe something with a shower with more water pressure than a bent hose.”

“Sata, Baptiste is doing what he can with what he has.” Cynthine reprimands.

“It’s not money that keeps us in these lodgings. It’s because no one else will have us knowing who Cavill is.” Baptiste explains before changing the subject, “Putting the Others aside, can we all agree that the first order of business is to extract Atlas, then?”

“Yes.” We mostly agree in unison, though Aurora grumbles something about making a big mistake under her breath.

Baptiste presses on.

“And once she is safe, we can then handle Emeryx and the First Order?”

Aurora scoffs.

“You don’t just handle the First Order, Sriker. They won’t slither away into a burrow just because you throw money at them. What you’re suggesting we do is wage a war. They will not go quietly, especially with how desperate Emeryx is for Cavill’s immortality. They will fight you tooth-and-nail and destroy anything in their path to get it. Zen and Grave have said they’ve nearly tripled their forces since we left their ranks.”

“Which brings us to how many militants?” Cynthine asks.

“You don’t want to know.” Aurora responds.

Cynthine stares pointedly at her, not accepting any answer but a true number.

“Ten thousand.” Aurora acquiesces.

Exo, doing a balancing act on his chair’s back legs, nearly falls over at the number. Sata’s eyes bulge while Baptiste’s face turns ashen. I clear my throat before seeing the absolute confidence on Cynthine’s face. An unbreakable leader, as she has always been.

“It’s doable.” Cynthine looks to Baptiste, giving him a firm nod that seems to bring some life back into his face, “It won’t be easy, but it’s not impossible.”

“How did they even get that many people to agree to this?” Exo asks, mostly to himself.

Aurora offers the explanation none of us were prepared to hear.

“They didn’t have to get people to agree to it. Their forces are made up entirely of maurs.”

My stomach drops as I close my eyes, willing my body to transport itself to any other planet but this one.

Ten thousand maurs.

Aurora continues.

“Aside from regular civilians, most of the First Order’s human army either died in the tunnel in Imperium or deserted at the rumors of Enderson’s power. According to my men, very few remain and whoever is still at Emeryx’s side are the maur’s handlers. But don’t mistake that as weakness, their forces are unstoppable.”

“We’re so dead!” Sata cries out, resting her head in her arms on the table.

“Stop that nonsense!” Cynthine snaps, “We are not dead. We have the support of the most powerful family on the entire continent at our disposal. Right?” She looks to Baptiste, her strength unflinching.

Baptiste nods curtly.

“When the time comes for the First Order to meet their maker, it will be served by the Sriker family, swift and just.”

Exo sighs, having regained some composure.

“And the First Order isn’t even the worst of it.”

“Right.” Cynthine agrees, “So let’s all put our grown up pants on and get down to business because I, for one, am tired of waiting for the fates to tell us what needs to be done. By strategically working our way through this, we will make it out onto the other side.”

“So...” Baptiste takes control of the conversation, “I’ve had Ryken set up a meeting with the shareholders once we arrive in Draecia. I will discuss our plans and ensure the funds are released for us to amass a force that is far greater than anything Emeryx could dream of. Once our funding is approved, we will work on plans to infiltrate the Davarian compound in Escrain. Ryken and I will then determine how best to approach the Others. Perhaps there is some reasoning to be had with them in all of this.”

Sata chuckles.

“Reasoning. Right. If they had any desire to reason with us, I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t have unleashed the maurs in the first place.”

“There is always something someone wants more than what they think they desire.” Baptiste explains succinctly.

“And with the Hosts of the Universus down their throats, I’m sure they’d be more willing to negotiate another peace treaty.” Cynthine adds.

I clear my throat, nearly choking as I do.

“A treaty? Are you sure the best option is to negotiate more terms with the Others?”

Cynthine’s eyes soften.

“And what would be a better alternative? Kill five interplanetary beings without a way to get to them? Let alone source the weapons we would need to kill them. If we can even kill them.”

Exo adds his two cents.

“Getting rid of the Others sounds a lot better than bargaining with them, since that worked out so well the first time. Who’s to say they’d even abide by the treaty now that they know what Cavill’s capable of?”

Baptiste interrupts.

“That is why we must find something they desire more than Cavill.”

I run my pointer finger across my brow, the true weight of the undertaking sinking into my shoulders.

I sigh.

“And so we are tasked with uncovering something greater than immortality itself.”
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Chapter 3: Seraphine
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The unending dizziness behind my closed eyes ebbs away as my body sinks into my plush mattress. I run my hands along the softest material my skin has felt in ages, nothing Earth would be able to produce. It almost welcomes me into a warm embrace, the familiar scent of Chirus’ Meryan blooms drifting into the room. Almost instantly, I can feel my internal battery begin to charge, surrounded by the essence of Chirus and its life-sustaining energy.

Eventually, the room settles enough for me to rise, my Earthly clothes hanging tighter onto my body’s curves now that I am home. As I undress, the sight of me is a reminder that too much time away from this planet causes me to wither away.

I open the wardrobe and reach for one of the chiffon gowns hung perfectly in a row before my eyes catch something unfamiliar. Snaking vines of green have been painted all around the inside of the tall white wood dresser with small blue flowers budding every few inches. From their scribbly nature, I can tell little hands were the ones responsible for the art.

“Fiaria!” I shout, knowing full well that no matter where that child is hiding, she is bound to hear me.

I quickly dress in the time it takes for the pitter patter of small stampeding feet to reach the hall, stopping outside my door.

“Come in.” I command, to which Fiaria obliges, happily bouncing into the room dressed in one of her finely-made lilac dresses.

I point to the splotchy painting in the armoire before looking to her for an explanation. Fiaria instinctively plays with the deep purple lace trim at the bottom of her dress, her stockings and flats perfectly pressed and shined.

“And I suppose I am to thank you for this brave artistry?” I ask, trying to hide my smile.

Fiaria looks up at me now, her wide, innocent eyes flecked with bridled enthusiasm.

“You know how mother feels about these things.” I warn gently as I kneel before her, running my hand through her perfectly curled hair.

“We don’t color on furniture...” Fiaria recites dutifully, “We only color in our books.”

“That’s right!” I agree before playfully flicking the end of her nose, “But it’s a good thing you did it in a room that she’s not allowed into, isn’t it?”

At this, Fiaria smiles wildly, the fiery nature of her soul bubbling to the surface.

“Now, get out of here before I change my mind and put a stop to all of your...creativity.”

Fiaria nods quickly, her curls bouncing happily.

“I can’t wait until I’m old like you and can tell mother to keep out of my room!”

“Hey now! I’m not old!” I call out at her before she takes off, likely on the hunt for our brother, Lomulus.

Stepping into a soft pair of silk slippers, or ballet flats as they call them on Earth, I step into the hall and head towards the kitchen. If there’s one thing I know my body needs, it’s sustenance. Real food, not the disgusting vending machine grovel I’d been forced to consume on our journey to Draecia.

“And that is precisely why I fight to stay alive with every inch of my soul.” My mother jokes from one of the hidden pantries in the kitchen.

I jump at the sound of her voice, not knowing whether to run to her to hug her, or to make my reappearance as casual as my father used to. He always said it was best to make it as if he never left.

My mother sashays out of the pantry with a clear container of flour tucked under one arm and a rolling pin in the other. Her wild blonde hair is swept up into an unkempt bun, the most undone I’d seen her since the birth of Fiaria. For all intents and purposes, there is some life to her skin. A soft rosy hue marks both cheeks as well as a light flush across her lips. But as she looks at me, the endless sadness within the depths of her golden eyes tells me everything I need to know.

My father, having fallen victim to his own soul sacrifice, had left this world to venture to the next. Everyone thought my mother would be next, knowing that Chirans mated for life. If one’s partner were to pass, the likelihood of survival for the other was slim to none. The only hope we could cling to was that my mother would stay for the sake of the children. And I had tried to remain off-planet for as long as I could to help her realize that she was their only hope. Taking on father’s responsibilities meant I wouldn’t be able to stay in Chirus to raise Lomulus and Fiaria, leaving them in the hands of caretakers that would never be able to do as good of a job as our mother. It seems our hopes had gone as planned. Although it is easy to see a part of her soul is missing with the passing of father, she is still here, and quite obviously keeping herself occupied.

“If I were to leave those kids in your hands, they would be done for.” My mother smiles gently, pulling me back to the present.

I knew I felt her prying fingers poke into my mind while I was reliving the memory of my father.

I roll my eyes, feigning as much normalcy as I can, considering all that’s happening on Earth.

“It’s not as if I would leave them to fend for themselves. Mind you, if I were their guardian, they’d be wearing far less ridiculous clothing considering they make a mess of themselves five minutes after being dressed.”

My mother puts the flour and rolling pin down onto the hewn stone countertop. Her hands move effortlessly as she reaches for a measuring cup and starts preparing some type of baked good.

“You do know you have an entire castle’s worth of staff to do this for you.” I mention casually, reaching into the under-mounted fridge for a fizzy moonriver drink.

“I’m quite aware, considering I hired them all, Seraphine Auros.” My mother admonishes kindly, “But considering I still have two hands and two feet, I’m surely capable of baking muffins myself.”

“Is that so?” I ask, as she confusedly pokes at the scale on the counter.

My mother narrows her eyes at me before tapping the scale one last time, triumphantly smiling at her success.

“Yes, now, do as you commanded your sister and get lost. There are leftovers from last night’s supper waiting for you on the stove.”

“Thanks.” I say distractedly as my feet lead the way to the large cast iron wood stove on the other side of the kitchen.

I use my hand to waft the flavors to my nose. A stew of some sort with hearty meat, tons of herbs, and plenty of spices. I greedily scoop the thick stew into a bowl and grab a freshly baked bun from a basket to the right. Juggling all my dinner needs in my hands, I make my way to the quaint family-sized dining table on the other side of the hall.

Once settled, I shovel the food into my mouth with reckless abandon. Each spoonful tastes better than the last, my stomach filling happily by the time I’m finished. I down the rest of the moonriver tonic, finish the bread, and lean back in the chair, patting my stomach. Allowing myself to begin digesting, my sharp eyes drink in the familiar elements of our dining room. Pictures upon pictures of our happy, smiling family adorned the walls. Some before the kids were born, others are from after. The very best memories we had were put on display, reminding us of how fortunate we were to have each other. My eyes land on a photo of my father and I, me in his hands as he lifts me up in the air while I scream happily. My heart warms, a welcome reminder that although he had transitioned through his soul sacrifice, he would always still be here with us.

“Miss Auros...” Comes a small, soft voice from the staff entrance to the dining room.

I look to my left to see a new face peering at me from behind a half-closed door, not knowing whether to enter or leave.

“I don’t bite, you know.” I call out playfully.

The young boy scrunches his nose before pushing the door open further.

“So they keep telling me. I’m so sorry for the intrusion but you’re needed on the fourth level.”

“Oh, great.” I roll my eyes unenthusiastically as the teenager makes himself scarce.

The fourth level, where the most important things for all of Chirus are discussed and decided on. And if I’m being beckoned, there’s only one person on this entire planet who would dare to do so, Asseks.

I disdainfully push my chair back from the table and before I have a chance to clear my place, another unfamiliar set of hands does it for me. I extend my gratitude before venturing to the staircase, the only way for me to get to the fourth floor. Unlike some of the luxuries of Earth, Chirans love things to be positively medieval. And with my powers just starting to regenerate, I wouldn’t risk using them to teleport for days, at least.

I begrudgingly take one step after another, the stone carved steps winding upwards to each level. The small windows scattered throughout the spire are the only lights that serve as a guide so I don’t trip on my own two feet. An elevator would be well worth the investment.

When I reach the fourth floor, all the candle sconces have been lit, a sign that a gathering is in session. I make my way to the main doors at the end of the hall and they open immediately, welcoming me in.

My feet sink into the plush red carpet that covers much of the floor while I walk to the long rectangular meeting table in the middle of the room. All of the chairs are empty apart from one. Asseks sits patiently with his frail hands poking out the too-long sleeves of his all-black cloak. His large hood shrouds his facial features, his scraggly strands of greasy black hair are the only things visible above his shoulders.

“Asseks.” I say in lieu of a formal greeting as I take a seat at the head of the table.

Asseks inclines his head respectfully.

His eerily calm voice emanates from beneath his robe like a snake slithering by.

“Hostess.”

My shoulders straighten at the mention of my title, a reminder of who I truly am.

“I am assuming that since you’re the only one gracing me with your presence, this is a matter of Earth?”

“It is indeed, Hostess. I come at the behest of the other Hosts and Hostesses. They are curious as to your plans for the succession of Earth.”

“Succession of Earth?” I question sharply, folding my hands on the table in front of me, “Who is to say I intend to hand Earth over to anyone?”

“Well...” Asseks continues, choosing his words carefully before speaking, “The Hosts of the Universus believe that if a leader were to fail at protecting their host planet, it would be relinquished to another.”

“What you’re trying to say is that the Hosts of the Universus think I’m going to give up and hand Earth over to one of them, is that it?” My voice darkens at the suggestion.

“It is not I that believes Earth would be better suited in the hands of another, Hostess. It is well known that I have supported the Auros family for centuries and will continue to do so until I accept my own soul sacrifice.”

“Asseks, your undying loyalty to this family is the least of my worries right now. Who is spreading these false rumors?”

“It is not one Host, Hostess, it is many. Far too many.”

“Well...” I begin, holding my head high, “You shall return to the Host of the Universus and remind them of the power the Auros name holds. If they wish to challenge me for the rights to my host planet, they are welcome to. Until then, all of this chatter is to cease. Immediately.”

My command does not fall on deaf ears as Asseks seemingly straightens in pride, if his unnaturally curved spine even allows for such movement. He rises from his seat, having received his orders.

Before dissipating back to the Host of the Universus, Asseks continues.

“Hostess, if I may ask one further question.”

“You may speak plainly in here.” I allow.

“Thank you. Hostess, what is your plan to protect Earth?”

A part of me wants to be wholly honest and tell him that I haven’t the slightest clue. But even with sworn fealty, there’s no guarantee those words wouldn’t make it back to my challengers. Instead, I reach into my studious mind and force a look of pure resolve onto my face. One of the many valuable lessons I learned from my father.

“My plan is to destroy anyone who dares challenge me.”

Asseks says nothing further before dissolving into a faint mist, leaving me in the giant meeting room all on my own.

Defeating Earth’s challengers sounds viable enough. The only problem remaining is to figure out how.
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Chapter 4: Atlas
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“Shall we do the Bluefin or the Wagyu, miss?”

My eyes inspect the slabs of fish and meat on the silver veined white marble countertop. They both look like they’re fresh, not that I have any idea of what to look for to suggest the contrary. Just another one of the same mundane questions I’ve been asked by the cook since we arrived. Fish or beef? Pastries or cake?

“Enderson.” I call to him as he sits comfortably at a desk in the living room opposite the open-concept kitchen.

His silver hair lays perfectly at his shoulders, not a strand out of place. The sun reflecting off the snow outside makes his violet eyes seem iridescent as he turns to look at me. A warm smile greets me as his eyes soften. Standing, he saunters into the kitchen with only the confidence a man kept safe from the rest of the world would have.

Enderson clasps his hands behind his back as he nears the kitchen island, inspecting the fish and beef more closely than I had. His silver hair falls over one shoulder as he leans in. Once satisfied, he looks to me.

“Whichever you prefer.”

My eyes meet his and I feel myself get swallowed whole, as if he has absorbed me into himself. I look for any sign of interest between one or the other before choosing something, anything to get me out of having to make this choice.

“The Bluefin, then.” I gesture to the fish as the cook nods and wraps the beef back into its packaging.

“Good choice.” Enderson acknowledges with a sly grin, suggesting that I had chosen the very thing he would have picked for himself, “Is there anything else you need help with?”

I shake my head slowly and offer a slight smile in return. It’s not that I couldn’t choose between the two it’s that I didn’t want to.

“You know...” Enderson continues, gesturing for me to follow him into the living room, “I have a surprise coming for you.”

“Is that so?” I ask kindly, flattening the light crease in the front of my sangria colored silk dressing robe.

He sits on one end of the plush white three-seater couch and I follow, sitting on the sturdy arm. I tap my foot in anticipation, the silkiness of my robe cascading across my arms and thighs. I dressed like this most days, knowing we didn’t have anywhere to be. There was no point in donning one of the hundreds of gowns in the dozens of closets he had set up for me. None of them were comfortable anyway, regardless of the number of zeros on their price tags.

“I figured you could use something to help keep your mind occupied. You’ve been spending a lot of time in the library as of late and eventually, you will read everything we have.”

I sigh, brushing my highlighted brown hair over my shoulder. My curtain bangs remain tucked dutifully behind my ears to keep them out of my face.

“That was actually my plan...” I explain quietly.

The library was just one of the wings of this place that called to me when we first arrived. Shelves upon shelves of books lined every wall, with a second level offering even more literary creations. Accessible only by a glass staircase, the upper level had an assortment of adventures to dive into. Tales of a band of brothers exploring fantastical worlds on an endless number of quests, pirates visiting islands in hopes of finding their new home. Their wondrous excursions certainly kept me occupied and often gave me some solace from the continuous questioning from Enderson’s staff. In the library, no one needed me to pick bed linens for the guest rooms that lay uninhabited, or paint colors for a wing of the home that hadn’t yet been finished. By the state of the place when we arrived and the ongoing construction, it was easy to tell our arrival was a little ahead of schedule.

“Well...” Enderson snaps me out of my thoughts, “I thought it would be nice to have a swimming pool installed. Something else to keep you entertained.”

“You like swimming?” I ask confusedly, having never seen Enderson so much as dip a toe in the jacuzzi he had built in the gym on the lower level.

Enderson shakes his head and stands, returning to his desk.

“On a rare occasion. However, something tells me you might. I have to get back to work, I will see you at dinner.”

A quick and painless dismissal, one of his favorite ways to tell me he’s done with whatever conversation we’re having. I lift myself off the couch, running my hand along the armrest.

Before I leave for the library once again, I turn to Enderson and ask quietly.

“Is it possible to get another cook?”

He looks taken aback but entertains my question while folding his hands in his lap.

“And why?”

“It would be nice to have something to remind us of Metalla.” I answer sweetly, knowing his soft spot for his former home’s flavorful bites.

Our current chef, as kind and courteous as he was, hailed from Rus, home of organic ingredients. Everything tasted fresh enough but it lacked the punchiness of the food we had underground. In my heart, Lox would be the perfect person to choose, but the fact that Enderson suspects she was a part of my attempted escape makes it a faraway dream.

“I will look into it.” Enderson says finitely before turning around and returning to whatever he was doing before.

Satisfied with his compromise, I take my leave and turn down one of the many large corridors towards “our” wing. The full floor-to-ceiling windows cover every wall, letting in plenty of natural light. Regardless of where you are, you’re either faced with massive dunes of icy snow or picturesque mountain peaks capped with freezing white hats.

I turn left towards a large staircase leading to the second floor where most of the bedrooms are kept. A soft cream Berber runner lines the light wood stairs, cushioning each step as I ascend. At the top, past the large landing, are two solid double doors that lead to the primary suite.

Walking in, I notice the bed has been freshly made with new linens, the pillows perfectly puffed and ready to be sunk into. Even the blanket and pillow Enderson had used to sleep on the settee in front of the fireplace had been laundered and folded, ready for another night of rest. Fresh vacuumed lines run across the carpet and the room looks as if it’s never been used.

I reach for a remote on the coffee table and point it towards the electric fireplace. It roars to life, generating a reasonable amount of heat while illuminating the fine details of Enderson’s black cushioned settee. Rubbing my hands together, I walk to one of the two closets on either side of the fireplace and step inside.

“Something comfortable, please.” I call out to the Automated Home System, another perk of living with someone as wealthy as Enderson Davarian.

“Fabric type, please.” The computer chimes back through the built-in speakers in the ceiling.

“Anything is fine.” I respond monotonously.

“Color choice, please.” The computer asks again.

I sigh, remembering why I prefer to wear the readily available robes rather than get the AHS to pick my clothes for me.

“Anything is fine.” I repeat.

The computer takes a few moments before whirring to life. Rows of clothes shift one way then the next, alternating from formal dinner attire to Enderson’s idea of casual, which usually entails dress pants and a button-up shirt. Eventually, it settles on an assortment of clothes that are more comfortable than the last, but still not what I’m looking for.

It pulls a pair of black linen pants from a rack as well as an oversized black cashmere sweater. For shoes, a pair of new dark grey fur-lined slippers are placed in front of me, as well as a thin pair of matching socks. Dressing quickly, I tuck one side of the hem of the oversized sweater into the waistband of the pants, sliding on the socks and sandals. Although it’s not yoga pants and an old collegiate shirt, the luxurious materials feel like butter.

The bathroom lights turn on automatically, as if the house knows where I’m headed next. I walk into the all-stone room that feels like a comforting cocoon with the soft cabinet under-lighting and warm, heated floors. Walking to my sink, I turn the water on and lightly rinse my face. Finishing with a light moisturizer, I toss my long hair into an unkempt bun, leaving some tendrils and my curtain bangs to fall naturally.

“Good morning!” Chirps an overly excited voice from behind and I look into the mirror to see Willow standing gleefully at the bathroom’s threshold.

“Good morning, Willow.” I say warmly, happy to see a familiar face.

“It looks like everything has gone as planned!” She mentions giddily, taking several steps into the room until she’s at my side.

Willow reaches for my left hand, holding it gently while arching my wrist so she can get a better look at it.

“I still can’t believe it...” Her words are battered with sweet molasses as she brings her face closer to my hand and the ring that lies there, “What a unique stone.”

I ease my hand out of her grasp and spin the back of the platinum ring with my thumb. The two-carat princess-cut black opal gemstone sits proudly in the center of the band, with three tiny black diamonds set on either side.

“It certainly is.” I say quietly, forcing gratitude into my tone with every word even as my stomach plummets.

Willow reaches up to rub my shoulders, looking at me through the mirror. I direct my attention to the reflection as well, matching her charming smile with my own.

“You look fantastic, not that you didn’t before, it’s just that you look so alive now, you know?”

“Thank you for the words of encouragement.” I mutter sarcastically before playfully shoving her with my shoulder.

“Now, now...” Willow insists, “Are you interested in finally wearing something on your face today?”

“Not really.” I mumble, happy to keep my skin makeup-free.

“Come on!” Willow whines, “I have yet to come up with something for the new you.”

New you. It takes nearly everything within me not to gag at the words. I glance once more at my reflection. My hair is lighter and longer, my skin somehow softer and wrinkle-free. The blue haloes of my eyes were brighter than ever before and my lips were puffed into a perfect pout. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say I’d fallen into a Vitalis serum regime. But no, somehow, I looked better.

“Fine.” I acquiesce, turning away from the mirror and leaning against the counter.

Willow excitedly hops further to the left, rummaging through one of the drawers with the makeup she had handpicked.

“This will be so fun!” She beams with a sly smirk, “Mrs. Davarian.”
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Chapter 5: Seraphine
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“What did that grimy little worm have to say for himself?” My mother asks strongly, putting a pan of her freshly baked muffins on the counter.

I returned to the kitchen for round two of engorging myself before my inevitable departure back to Earth. Based on my calculations, I’ll only have two more hours on Chirus before anyone will notice I’m gone.

“Nothing that you should be concerning yourself with.” I explain calmly, poking at one of the steaming baked treats nestled in its wrapper.

My mouth immediately waters at the gripping scent of spices that only home could offer. If my body wasn’t in a state of healing, I would risk every tastebud on my tongue to dive into one of the muffins right this second.

“You sound just like your father.” My mother says with a glint of sadness.

I look to reassure her with a kind smile, but her eyes are elsewhere, likely looking for something else to distract herself with.

I opt for a little bit of humor instead.

“Better to sound like him than Asseks.”

“That much is true.” She agrees, smiling with a lilt of laughter behind her lips, “I never did understand why he chooses to present himself in such a way.”

I shrug.

“It’s the way of his kind. He looks terrifying enough to keep anyone at a distance but not menacing enough to draw attention. The perfect spy.”

“But he was just so charming as a little boy, wasn’t he?” She says suggestively, jostling me with her shoulder.

I shirk away from the insinuation and lift myself onto the edge of the counter, my legs dangling off the edge.

“Thank God that didn’t happen. Marrying me to Asseks would have been a shit show, Mother.”

My mother’s nose wrinkles in disgust as she plops what seems to be a dollop of sweetened cream atop the cooling muffins.

“What?” I ask.

She shakes her head solemnly, moving onto the next row of baked goods.

“You’ve been spending too much time on Earth. You’re starting to sound like them.”

I take a moment to weigh my next words. Defending Earth would only lead to an argument, which I’d rather not have considering the little time I have at home. Though agreeing with my mother’s distaste for the planet would be a lie. She may have been human once, but she certainly held no love for her kind. The disagreements her and my father would have after days of him being away would leave the household unsettled until his next trip. Sometimes, if my mother had enough to keep her busy during his stint on Earth, it was quiet. But if she was left unoccupied and alone, the fallout kept my siblings and I at the farthest reaches of the keep.

“They’re not all so bad.” I say quietly, choosing the least confrontational route possible, “There is some good amongst the terrible.”

My mother scoffs, plopping the last topping of sugary sweetness on her muffins before tossing the bowl into the massive sink.

“What you should be doing, is seeking a Familiar Soul.”

I shudder at the thought of the other half my duty, not only as my father’s heir, but also as a Host of the Universus.

“No one calls it that anymore, Mom.”

“Familiar Soul, Familiar, whatever nonsense you young ones come up with these days, it all means the same thing.” She waves her hand dismissively, “But it doesn’t detract from the importance of you finding a mate. One day, all of this will be yours and your children’s, the Auros legacy falls to you first.”

“I know.” I sigh, finally gaining courage to grab a muffin, break it in half, and stuff it in my mouth.

The warm texture of the sweet bread helps to ward off some of the dread of this conversation.

“When I have more time, I’ll put effort into the search, I promise.”

“When you have more time.” My mother mocks, “Seraphine, you’re barely home, and when you are, you’re barely present. You don’t spend time with the family, you don’t spend time with your people. How do you expect to find a Familiar if you’re off-planet for most of your life?”

My shoulders straighten at her tone before I continue.

“I have a duty to not only uphold the Auros legacy here but to also ensure the survival of one of the most lucrative planets in the universe.”

“Again with the same speech!” Her voice becomes more irate with every passing second, “I’ll say it again, you sound just like him. It’s as if they give all of you a little handbook and you recite every single little thing verbatim.”

If she only knew.

I push myself off the counter with ethereal grace, landing weightlessly on the floor. I can already feel my returning power nearing its peak, giving me an easy exit if things start to go flying around the kitchen. Grabbing another muffin for my inevitable return to my chambers, I give my mom a small, warm smile.

“Once my current projects are settled, I will be able to spend more time here with you, Fiaria, and Lomulus. I promise. Then maybe we can dive into the topic of finding a Familiar.”

My mother looks at me suspiciously, but there’s a hint of belief in there, somewhere.

“Maybe.” I remind her before heading towards the hallway.

“Seraphine Elrin Auros, if you dare leave Chirus without giving your mother so much as a goodbye hug, I will find you on that dreadful planet and bring you back here by the tip of your ear.”

Hearing my full name, even as a twenty-seven-year-old woman, stops me in my tracks. I slowly turn around with a bemused smirk before reaching outward to my mother, drowned in flour and other ingredients. She tucks some of her hair behind her ear before wrapping me into her embrace, the smell of home permeating my bones. Her grip is tight but not overbearing, as if she’s willing all her love into me at once. Before pulling away, one of her frail hands swipes across my hair. A shattering look of seriousness overwhelms her before she speaks.

“I have heard whispers of the happenings on Earth...” She confesses.

“I can’t...” I sigh before she interrupts.

“I know you can’t talk about it, whether it’s because you don’t want to or you’re told not to. But I’m just letting you know that no matter what, I will not sit here and stand by as my daughter is ripped from me before her elder years. You will come home to us, my sweet, sweet girl.”

I swear I see a line of tears well in her eyes but she blinks them away as quickly as they came. I nod once, accepting her challenge to the fates if some ill will were to fall upon me. I take her into another brief hug.

Before she has the chance to say anything else or see my own tears forming, I hurry to my quarters for my return to Earth.
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Chapter 6: Cavill
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Having spent more than a decent amount of time in the shower, I emerge from the bathroom, towel drying my hair. The full-length mirror positioned on the opposite wall allows me to catch a glimpse at my chest and the hard work I put into it. I’ve never looked more fit, though the sight of my reflection makes me want to vomit. I throw the towel at the glass, watching as it hides my reflection for a short second.

“I think you just showed the mirror more emotion than you have to all of us for the past while.” Aurora remarks from the end of Daisuke’s bed.

I tighten the knot around the towel at my waist, ensuring I hold it secure as she crosses one leg over the other.

She snorts.

“I promise you, Wonder Boy, you’re not my type.”

I have nothing to say to her as I reach into one of the cracked wooden drawers in the dresser at the foot of the beds. I pull a pair of boxer shorts, fitted jeans, and the only clean white t-shirt I have left. Aurora stands and turns around with her back to me, allowing me some privacy to dress.

“We’re leaving after you’re finished.” She continues as I pull on the boxers and my jeans, “Baptiste says the faster we’re able to get to Draecia the faster we can get this all done.”

I continue dressing in silence, knowing that even if I wanted to protest, it wouldn’t matter.

“We finally devised somewhat of a plan. Although I don’t necessarily agree with the order of events...” She leaves the end of the sentence open, as if waiting for my response, but I don’t give her one.

Aurora sighs, not giving up, trying to goad me to talk.

“I’m sure you’re not going to like it much either...”

I toss the shirt over my head and pull it down, strapping my belt and holster into place before sliding my sidearm in its home. I sit on the edge of the bed, pulling my brown hiking boots on as I begin lacing them.

Aurora persists.

“We’ve decided take down the Others first, then the First Order, then get Atlas back.”

My hands freeze mid-lace and my head darts to Aurora’s back, fixing my glare on her. I grit my teeth together as she turns around, defensively putting her hands in the air.

“Look, I know it’s not what you want to hear.”

“Are you all fucking stupid?” I seethe, shaking my head incredulously as I finish lacing my boots, “Going after the Others first and Atlas last? Whose brilliant idea was that?” Every word drips with more venom than the last, as if all my anger from the past three months is erupting at once, “This is the most asinine thing I have ever heard.”

“It wasn’t my idea.” Aurora explains, a slight smile tugging at the side of her mouth, “Blame Baptiste and Daisuke, it was all their doing.”

I rise from the edge of the bed with such fervor, the blanket shifts entirely to one side. I feel my face get hot as my rage starts to simmer to the surface, threatening to spew from every one of my pores. I clench my fists at my side, deciding whether to break the dresser or the shoddy, old television in two.

“She’s lying.” Daisuke explains annoyedly, stepping into the room with his eyes fixed on Aurora.

Aurora shrugs with a triumphant smile.

“You can thank me later.”

She bows her head goodbye before patting Daisuke roughly on his shoulder.

“You’re far more attractive when you talk, Dandridge.” She says with aimless flirtation before leaving.

“Lying about which part?” I ask Daisuke, slightly less irate than before.

“All of it.” He explains before pulling his duffle from under the bed and tossing it onto the mattress, “And I cannot believe you thought we would leave Atlas for last.”

He begins packing his belongings before I follow suit. There isn’t much for us to get out of the drawers.

“Care to explain what’s really happening, then?” I ask impatiently.

Daisuke zips his duffle, swinging it over his shoulder before gesturing to the door. He looks at me with a lazy smile, the first I’d seen from him in days.

“I’ll tell you on the way.”

***
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“EVERYONE, please make sure you have your environment preservers switched on.” Baptiste instructs as we’re bounced towards the ceiling of the large white panel van.

He convinced the owner of the lodge to bring us two days north, for a hefty fee, of course. The further north we traveled, the colder it became. Last night was nearly unbearable and we ran through two tanks of gas keeping the van on for added heat and to keep the engine from freezing.

After a quick stop at one of Baptiste’s personal safe houses, we were all equipped with the right gear to get to Ryken’s meeting point. Thickly insulated boots, gloves, pants, and jackets were lined up by size, each of us picking the ones that fit us the best. The last pieces were the polarized winter goggles and environment preservers. When turned on, they help your body maintain a good core temperature, regardless of how hot or cold the climate is. When you’re this far north, the small device strapped to the front of our jackets was the only thing to keep us from freezing to death.

Everyone double-checks their equipment; a faint humming fills the back of the van.

“As long as you hear that hum, it means you’re alive.” Baptiste explains before knocking twice on the partition between the back and front of the van.

The lodge owner slows to an eventual stop before sliding open a metal door in the partition.

“This good enough?” He asks in heavily accented English.

“It is, thank you. The payment will be transferred by the end of the day.” Baptiste explains kindly.

“Better be.” The lodge owner grouches before slamming the metal partition shut.

Daisuke opens the latch to the back of the van, exposing the endless bitter expanse beyond. Lands of patchy dirt and ridges can be seen for miles with a light dusting of snow. It’s a frozen tundra. Even with the environment preservers, the splintering chill makes its way through all our gear. Everyone reaches for their devices to adjust the temperature higher.

Daisuke is the first to jump out, with Aurora, Cynthine, Seraphine, Exo, Sata, and Baptiste next. I carefully lumber onto the frozen ground, the dried Earth cracking beneath my boots. Daisuke glances at the bulky watch on his wrist, a holographic projection of a topical map appearing before him.

“Less than an hour’s walk.” He explains, pointing to a clearing on the map, the only flat place a helicopter would be able to land for miles.

Begrudgingly amidst the cold, we follow Baptiste and Daisuke as they lead us to our final stop before Draecia.

Behind the pack, I keep my eyes and ears open, though there’s little possibility that anything could exist out here without turning into an ice cube.

“I would pay you one million credits if a maur made it more than thirty seconds out here.” Aurora says playfully, reading my mind as she falls back into step with me.

“I thought we agreed you wouldn’t do that anymore...” Seraphine says gently, following Aurora’s lead.

I huff in agreement, remembering the very conversation. Baptiste and Seraphine had been working with Aurora to strengthen her abilities. They noticed something about her output that led them to believe she was more powerful than they thought. After weeks of training, Aurora begun to showcase some new, albeit weak, abilities. Literal mind reading being one of them. At first, she tried it on Exo, only to be faced with imagery of things she would rather not see, surely something about Sata. It had quelled her desire to pry into anyone else’s minds for a good while, until recently, it seems.

“It’s not like I do it all the time.” Aurora explains, tightening the band of her goggles to further protect her eyes from the frost, “Just when I’m bored.”

“Or when you want me to speak, apparently.” I add.

“Well...” She mentions, “It’s not my fault you decided to become mute at the most inopportune time. Someone had to get you to say something.”

“Aurora...” Seraphine warns, knowing that it’s best if she doesn’t tread in this territory, especially with her lack of a filter.

“I know, I know.” Aurora obliges, tucking her gloved hands into her pocket, “I won’t do it again, sorry, Dandridge.”

I accept the apology, likely one of the first and last ones I’ll get from her, as she retakes her spot in the middle of the pack. Seraphine stays at my side, her inquisitive eyes trying to peer into mine, even though they’re hidden behind polarized lenses.

“Is there something you want to ask me?” The words slip out of her mouth carefully quiet.

“Is there something you want to tell me?” I challenge, equally as quiet.

“Perhaps if you were to ask the right question, I would be able to answer.”

A gust of wind nearly knocks us all back as we continue to push forward, closer to the meetup point.

Cutting to the chase, I go straight for the question I had been wondering about the most.

“Your headaches aren’t just headaches, are they?”

“No.” Seraphine answers, “They’re not.”

One of the perks of maintaining a vow of silence is observing everyone from a distance. You notice things you wouldn’t usually see. One of which being Seraphine’s penchant for disappearing with unusual headaches for hours on end.

I remain silent, hoping she’ll carry the conversation from here, and she does.

“Obviously, this is a discussion to be had at a later time when we’re not in the middle of nowhere.” She notes, “But, the simplest way I can explain it is that I sometimes need to take a break from everything to recharge.”

“Recharge?” I joke, “Like a battery?”

“Sure.” Seraphine answers with a coy smile, “If that’s the analogy you’d like, we can go with that. And like a battery, when I’m nearly empty, I need to let my mind and body recharge until I’m full.”

“It seemed like your headache the other day was one of the worst. You were out for hours.”

Seraphine nods.

“I was in need of a severe recharging.”

Satisfied enough for now, I accept her answer. All of us need time to relax and regain our strength, me especially.

“Is that all?” Seraphine asks one last time.

I nod nonchalantly, to which she releases a pleasant sigh.

We walk the rest of way in silence until we make it to the clearing in the hills.

Daisuke reaches again for his watch, keying something in on the digital keypad as a bright red light shoots from his wrist into the sky. A beacon.

It takes seconds before the whirring sound of chopper blades appears in the sky. A massive all-black helicopter descends, sending waves of frozen dirt and snow in every direction as we back away. The pilot expertly lands the craft as the blades continue whipping round, the large door sliding open to greet us.

Inside the cabin, a man no older than forty stands crouched, holding onto a handle at the side of the door. Half of his face is covered with a wool scarf tucked into an oversized parka. He doesn’t bother to shout above the booming sound of the chopper, but instead gestures quickly with his arm for us to get in. One after the other, we file into the cabin, with the man sliding the door shut behind us.

Immediately, the space warms well beyond that of outside. Baptiste is the first to turn off his environment preserver, the rest of us following. The forty-year-old unravels his scarf, exposing a glimmering smile of pristinely set white teeth. His light ochre skin is unusually soft as he shakes each of our hands, his wealthy palm never having seen a hard day’s work.

“Ryken Sriker.” He introduces before taking Baptiste into a half-ass hug.

The two of them pat each other’s backs awkwardly, as if they were never taught how to show an inch of affection.

The pilot takes off, leaving the freezing tundra behind while Ryken takes inventory of all our faces, mentally reciting our names to match.

“And you...” he points to me with an immaculately manicured finger, “Must be Cavill Dandridge. Welcome aboard the Salvus, son. We’ve been waiting.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 7: Cavill
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If I thought getting halfway to Draecia was cold, I had no idea in Hell what this is.

The further north we traveled aboard the Salvus, the more desolate the landscape became. Few green patches quickly turned into none, while the quaint dusting of snow quickly transformed into hardened ice. There was no wildlife nor greenery that thrived out here, only a dark expanse in every direction. Even the stars seemed to cower away, hidden behind thick clouds that rained down continual shards of ice ricocheting off the metal helicopter. In my mind, it was a miracle we were still alive, considering it was hard to believe anything could stay midair amongst the ceaseless waves of shattering pellets.

I dared a glance through the windshield, only to be met with a thick blanket of ice that covered the entire glass. The pilots eventually closed the blinders, protecting the windshield as much as they could, though it did little. Smaller blinders covered each of the passenger windows, though it was easy enough to see small slivers of what was outside. All that was left to help us get to Draecia was the advanced navigation system. Another “technological advancement” I was forced to trust with my life in its hands. The pilots seemed unfazed by the sudden shift in climate and I found myself relinquishing to one of my father’s favorite phrases, it is what it is.

“And your mother kept you hidden in Imperium all this time?” Ryken Sriker throws another question my way, one of the dozens he’s pelted me with since we climbed into this enclosed space.

I put on a polite façade, regardless of how painful it is to repeat myself over and over. If anything, Ryken was a fantastic reminder of how peaceful my vow of silence was. For someone with as much of a fortune as the Sriker family has, you’d think he would have pulled every ounce of intel he could find on every one of us.

“She did.” I answer tightly, looking to my mother for a grain of help during his interrogation.

All that I’m met with are her two raised eyebrows and a coy smirk saying this is payback for keeping everyone in complete silence for as long as I had.

“Amazing.” Ryken coos, “Simply amazing.”

“If you say so.” I shrug, “It’s not as if I lived a particularly exciting life.”

“That doesn’t seem true from what I’ve heard!” Ryken says enthusiastically, leaning in.

So, it seems he did look into some of my past.

“How did they catch him?” He asks, ducking his head as if that will help keep any part of this conversation private.

“Catch who?” I ask, rubbing my brow.

“The one that had a hand in killing your girlfriend, the Etherean, what was her name..?” He snaps his finger as if trying to recall something unimportant.

“Let’s not...” Seraphine declares before Ryken interrupts her excitedly.

“Wildingham!” Ryken shouts, “Effy Wildingham. How did they ever catch that insufferable monster that murdered her?”

At the sound of her name, everyone’s head in the cabin turns to the two of us before slowly turning away, feigning disinterest. Though they’re not looking, the tenseness of the cabin makes me want to pull the door open and take my chances in the bitter freezing beyond.

I narrow my eyes at Ryken. A seemingly innocent question, but one he likely already knows the answer to.

“They didn’t.” I respond, leaning back in my seat.

“They didn’t?” Ryken asked, guffawed, “How could they let something like that go? And you were okay with taking the fall for the entire thing?”

“It was handled.” Daisuke says darkly, his ear trained on the conversation, before getting a swift jolt in the ribs from Cynthine.

Baptiste takes a deep sigh before tilting his head upward and closing his eyes in frustration.

“Is that so?” Ryken asks slyly, clearly impressed with his ability to root out more truths.

Daisuke doesn’t waste his time with responding as he turns back to tinkering with the watch on his wrist. Aurora repositions herself, turned slightly away from Ryken.

Baptiste finally relaxes, crossing his hands in his lap as he turns to his brother.

“The boy was brought to justice and Cavill got the help he needed. That’s all anyone has to know.”

My brows furrow, having never heard any of this before, but a part of me isn’t surprised. One day Reaper was there, the next he wasn’t. I assumed he fled well before the trial even began, but now I know. Reaper didn’t deserve his day in court, all he deserved was a swift execution and to be buried in an unmarked grave. From the sharp lines of Daisuke’s serious face, I can tell it was the handled the way I would have done it myself. For once, I’m not flooded with an overwhelming feeling of guilt. All that remains is a wave of gratitude.

“Enough talk of the past.” Baptiste says calmly, nodding his head in the direction of the pilots at the helm, “We will be nearing Draecia soon. We should use this time wisely to discuss whatever we won’t be able to once we land.”

“Yes, yes!” Ryken says gleefully, leaning back in his own seat as he crosses one leg over the other, “The pesky prying ears of the shareholders and all.”

Baptiste continues.

“So, they’ve arrived, then?”

“This morning, much to my chagrin.” Ryken sighs exasperatedly, “You wouldn’t believe the requests this time around, my God, they were never-ending. More tea, more blankets, more heat, less heat, better room view, vegan food options. You’d think we were running a hotel! Marcia had the entire staff racing through the hallways until everyone was settled.” He checks his phone briefly, “Though no new notifications can mean nothing other than good news, I suppose.”

“Perhaps.” Baptiste says dismissively, “I’d like to take a new approach, bring in some fresh blood so to speak in the meeting.”

“I’m sure they will love that.” Ryken enthuses, licking his lips as if savoring the words.

Instantly, I’m reminded of the rumors. The history of Draecia was something the Srikers made sure to keep out of people’s mouths. Everything I ever heard was always chalked up to be a rumor, impossible to be prove. Draecia was the single most exclusive Society on the continent, home only to the Srikers and those they invited in. It was the way things had been since our “new world” was created and was unlikely to change. Many had assumed it was a way to protect the Sriker’s insurmountable wealth, while others believed it kept their blood sacrifices out of the public eye. Knowing Baptiste, and having never seen him bathe in the blood of infants, I’m more likely to believe the first.

Baptiste goes on.

“I’d like to suggest someone else heads the meeting.”

Ryken scoffs.

“As if any of them will listen to anyone other than you or I.”

“They’ll listen to her.”

Baptiste says casually, tilting his head to Sata.

Sata’s eyes widen as she blinks, sitting up from resting her head on Exo’s shoulder, who’s soundly asleep.

“Sata?” I cough, choking on my saliva.

Her fearfully surprised expression doesn’t slip, not even after my presumption of her incapability.

“She certainly is pretty enough...” Ryken says smoothly, toying with his chin in contemplation, “But can she command a room?”

Cynthine rolls her eyes at the suggestion but remains quiet.

Baptiste speaks.

“She has it in her. Sata Rivers is the only one in this world with a deep personal connection to what’s happening. None of us, not even Cavill, will make as much of an emotional impact. They’ll listen to her.”

“That’s good and all...” I begin, interrupting, “But something tells me these shareholders aren’t going to care about anyone’s connection to Atlas. They’re going to care about the cost of razing Enderson’s sad little prison to the ground.”

Ryken clears his throat.

“It’s not about the cost, Cavill. Baptiste or I could fund the incursion ourselves. It’s what comes afterward. Taking Atlas from Enderson Davarian is going to open an entire can of worms.”

He levies a dooming glance at Baptiste, which has me grabbing for the edge of my seat. My stomach turns as the helicopter makes a steep descent, a green light blinking on the pilot’s controls that suggests we’ve reached our destination.

Sata, having lost her deer-in-the-headlights stare speaks up.

“Can of worms? What is it the two of you know that the rest of us don’t?

The helicopter continues to descend until eventually, I feel us meet the ground with a gentle tap. The blades begin to slow and the pilots, Ryken, and Baptiste tighten their outerwear to brave the elements.

Ryken, preparing to open the door, turns back to look at us all.

“It’s about time we talked about why Enderson Davarian took it upon himself to take Atlas Rivers hostage.”
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Chapter 8: Atlas
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The thick white pillar candles set down the center of the six-person dining table flicker as I’m poured another glass of wine. My right hand traces the printed letters of the old tome I picked from the library as my left tries to stab a green bean with my fork. Unable to peel my eyes away from the page, my fight to get any trace of food onto the prongs becomes futile, so instead, I rest it on my plate.

“Would it be too much to ask for you to actually be present at our meals?” Enderson asks hopelessly, as I can feel his lavender eyes glaring in my direction.

I pay him no mind as I work my way down the page, nearing the end of the chapter.

“Atlas.” He calls impatiently, to which I don’t respond.

“Atlas!” He shouts, slamming his slender hand against the tabletop with such vigor, it vibrates my book.

Two more sentences left, I read them carefully, digesting each and every word so that they’re engrained in my mind.

Enderson frustratedly pushes his chair away from his place at the opposite head of the table, preparing to stand.

“It’s not as if you eat anyway.” I mutter, slamming the book closed though not before marking my page with a thick red velvet ribbon.

He retakes his seat while releasing a heavy sigh and forcing a smile onto his face. His hands smooth the grains of the white oak tabletop before reaching for his glass of red wine. Looking to his plate, I see I was correct, it remains untouched. At least I managed to eat most of my dinner, though a few green vegetables have been left behind.

The ring on my finger clinks against the porcelain plate as I shove it to the side for someone to take it away.

One thing I learned while being kept here is that the more I interfered with day-to-day tasks, the more the staff suffered. If Enderson were to catch me washing the dishes, someone would be sent away. If I even offered to do my own laundry, Willow would get chastised for a week. It was better to slip into whatever uncaring coma I could muster and I knew everyone around me was thankful for it.

It wasn’t as if I felt nothing, it was more that I forced myself to become a shell of who I had once been. After Enderson released his hold on my mind, coming to terms with all he took from me was too much.

I have yet to allow myself to process it, any of it. The worst part? I remember it all. I have night terrors of Sata’s hopeless eyes begging for me to come with her. Of Cavill’s soul-wrenching look of defeat as Enderson grazed his hand against mine in that tunnel. To dive into the recesses of my mind and allow myself to heal would only unleash the fury that I keep within. I would try to kill Enderson Davarian, even if it meant dying myself. The stupidity of going toe-to-toe with as powerful of a being as he would do nothing but harm. So, here I sit, complacent and quiet, biding my time.

“I eat.” Enderson explains defensively, snapping me back to attention.

“You eat sweets.” I explain, “And wine. Maybe whiskey every now and then, if you’re in a good mood.”

“Precisely.” He smiles sweetly, as if this is his idea of a flirty exchange, “Food.”

“As if any of it sustains you.” I roll my eyes, toying with the worn spine of my book.

“Am I still sitting here before you?” He jokes.

I bite my tongue, keeping the words I want to say behind my teeth.

“It’s a delicious diet.” He continues on, unfazed, “You should try it one of these days.”

“I’d rather not succumb to one of your life-altering migraines, thank you.”

I take a deep breath, wishing he would go back to his office or find entertainment elsewhere, but it seems that conversation is exactly what Enderson wants. I take a moment to look at him in the candlelight. His pristine, glowing, porcelain skin and coy smile with perfectly straight teeth stare back at me. He levies an admiring look in return, his fox-like seductive eyes filled with as much fire as the flames before us.

After Metalla, Enderson hadn’t dared to put a hand on me or near me. He even went as far as to sleep a good distance away, though in the same room to avoid gossip, he said. I rolled my eyes at the time, knowing that anyone who heard us speak could easily guess the last thing we shared was a bed. Even the wedding ceremony, another farce, was met with no affection. A show for my father, Enderson explained as I remained under his control. I assumed it was a way for him to prove to the man who he hated the most that he was accomplishing something.

I ignore Enderson’s lust-filled stare and direct my attention back to the book, flipping it to my last read page. The old paper feels particularly frail between my fingers, as if it would fall to dust in an instant. I carefully turn to the next chapter, as Enderson clears his throat.

“What is it that you’re reading this time?” The genuine interest in his tone almost melts my icy exterior.

I peek at the spine, wanting to get the name correct as I repeat it.

“A Dance of One Hundred Corpses.”

“Well, it’s no wonder your mood has been a damper on this evening.”

I raise a brow and study him, knowing he’s more than capable of understanding that my mood tonight is no different than any other.

Enderson continues with a sigh.

“A jest, Atlas. Do tell me what your new book is about, then?”

“It’s a thousand years old, so not exactly new.” I retort before catching a glimmer of sadness cross Enderson’s eyes, “It’s about ghosts, spirits, and demons dating back to the ancient Japanese ages.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE FIRST ORDOER:
AWOKEN

A SCI-FI FANTASY NOVEL

AS ANCIENT GODS ARISE, ONE TRUTH
REMAINS: NOT ALL WILL RETURN.

TIARA SLEIGHT





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





