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To those that have suffered under
an iron fist.

Be bold.

Be brave.

Be free.
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Pendulum

 


Haunting
memories.

Terrifying
dreams.

Crippling lies.

 


Trapped in a world of
deception, my sanity rests with the love of Ryder Arteres and our
renegade friends. Six months of scouring the ocean floor in a rebel
ship fleeing our homeland, delivers us to a possible alliance with
the opportunistic European Council. Our only hope is to utilize our
forbidden gifts to free our people from slavery, proving our worth.
But when a trusted ally turns traitor and a new breed of the
queen’s weaponry is revealed, I’m forced to face the terror of my
past to save our crumbling future.


Chapter One

 


 


September 2196

Eleven years after the
Great War:

 


I flicked the dull bronze
switch, sending the European Neumarian Rebellion ship,
Freedom, into silent
alert.

“Semara Valderak,
report.”

At First Officer Mart’s sharp voice, I
turned from my viewfinder, displaying a four kilometer area
surrounding us. “Still on direct path, Ma’am.”

My lungs constricted. How had I missed
spotting the queen’s scout ship a thousand meters ahead of us? The
answer was obvious. I’d been distracted.

It had been two months since the night
of the queen’s attack on the beach near Acadia East and her attempt
to kill me, her daughter. My nerves might have settled more if
Ryder, the man I loved, his sister, Raeth, and I, along with our
few compatriots, weren’t stuck crawling along the bottom of the
ocean like a jawless hagfish scavenging the sea floor.

“Me ship’s designed to
ravage and crush the queen’s armada, not roll over and play dead.”
Mart folded her arms across her leather corset as her black boot
thumped against the metal floor, its bronze buckles clicking
together.

Captain Gordon whirled on Mart, his
sandy-blonde hair falling over his eyebrows. “Report to the engine
room, First Officer. Raeth, all stop.”

 Raeth’s small frame sank into the bridge chair, her metal leg
transmitting her growing tension with each loud tap. “Yes,
s-sir.”

While the captain was kind enough, my
friends were the only ones I trusted with my heart and life.
Without them, I wouldn’t have escaped my mother’s ship or survived
the trip from the Mining Territories to the beach.

Forcing myself to inhale, I focused on
my job. Track, target, and obliterate the enemy. That also meant
another night standing for hours in silence, waiting to see if we
or the scout were annihilated by an explosion, turning us into sea
particles.

Gordon clicked the view on the large
screen at the front of the bridge. “Lieutenant Scabbard,
comm.”

Mart halted by Scab’s side, towering
over him. The internal war of who to follow visibly played out on
his face with his tight jaw and light eyebrows crooked.

“Now,
Lieutenant.”

“You heard the captain,”
Mart snapped before stomping away.

It amazed me how Mart’s oil and
leather scent always lingered for a moment after she marched from
the bridge.

Once in the lift, she turned. Her
waist length auburn dreadlocks twirled about her, almost hiding the
hostile glare she flashed me as the doors slid shut.

Great! Now, she’d complain to Ryder about me again.

He should be here on the bridge, not
down in the engine room. I hated facing danger without him by my
side. Ryder, Raeth, and I were the Triune and needed to be
together. Alone or as a pair, we were weak. Together, we three were
unstoppable.

Raeth guided our large air
and amphibious hybrid vessel down into a ravine. My best friend
never stopped amazing me with her talent and intellect. She was
proof that the queen’s propaganda was false. Not only did
Neumarians have a talent—an ability to control time,
matter, or even life itself—but they were also brilliant as Raeth
had shown by going from slave to pilot within a week aboard
the Freedom.

Almost as if it understood
the need for silence, Freedom
didn’t even whimper as we halted. If I hadn’t
known better, I would’ve sworn the ship was sentient and in love
with Raeth by the way it reacted to her touch.

Mopping sweat from my brow, I
displayed the vessel archives on the small panel before me. It was
critical I discover what type of ship our target was.

A second later,
Freedom powered down. An
orange glow illuminated the console. We had sufficient energy to
supply all our vital systems, but without giving away our
location.

The large screen at the front of the
bridge flickered then brightened. Our target was passing overhead
and had activated some kind of searchlight. Its beam cast a silver
hue for kilometers. Luckily, we were deep enough that darkness
enveloped us.

Ignoring the glow, I forced my
attention back to my duties. My fingers glided over the keypad
while rummaging through images of various enemy crafts. The target
ship’s nose was pointed, but expanded out to a barrel-type cock
pit. Beyond that, the blackness of the ocean made it impossible to
discern anything else.

Scab pointed a long dark fingernail at
the screen. “Captain,” he hissed.

A gasp filled the room.

I refocused my viewfinder and spotted
a cylindrical object with hundreds of arms and millions of suckers
float into view. Protruding from the outer ring of each sucker were
small, prickly red shredders, ready to skin and eat anything in its
path. I shuddered. It was a Chinese hybrid weapon used to clear the
Pacific and Indian Oceans during the Great War—the dreaded Sha
Pi.

What is it doing in the
Atlantic?

“Shh.” Gordon held a hand
above his head, reminding everyone to remain quiet. The gold cuff
of his coat sleeve gleamed in the dim light.

While Freedom would sustain heavy damage if
that Kantian freak-of-nature decided to attack, it would survive. I
hoped. We needed to leave and fast, before that thing decided it
was hungry.

Flicking through dozens of
pictures and specs, I finally found a ship with a similar front to
the one above us. OS-49. Small class ship
with limited range and communication capabilities. An ocean scout
designed to check for Neumarian activity, or threats. If destroyed,
a beacon will eject and provide a warning signal. The device is too
small for detection and will attach to the nearest vessel,
providing location of enemy ship.

Not good.

I eyed the vessel one more time to
make positive identification, but there was no need. I already knew
this was it. I waved my hand to gain Gordon’s attention. “Captain
Gordon,” I whispered. “Identified the ship, sir.”

Gordon approached, eyeing each of the
men and women on the bridge as he made his way over. For a long
moment, he stood and stared at the vessel hovering overhead then
down at the ship’s information I’d pulled up.

The Sha Pi circled back around and
hovered. Enormous dark eyes staring through the screen kept us all
frozen in our places. The ocean scout ship scuttled along a
circular pattern above, catching the Sha Pi’s attention.

“Ryder, torpedo four,”
Gordon whispered into the comm.

“Can’t blow it up,” Mart’s
stern whisper echoed back from the comm.

My stomach lurched. If we launched,
the Sha Pi would turn on us and attack our ship instead. And should
we survive, once the target vessel exploded at this close range,
the beacon would surely attach itself to our ship.

Holding my breath, I scanned the pages
of specs for the little ship above. There had to be a better
way.

“Perhaps I can melt the
other ship,” I offered.

Gordon shook his head. “Too risky. You
need more practice. Your abilities are still too volatile. Trust
me. I know what I’m doing.” His eyebrows tipped up, his facial
muscles softened. His expression differed from when Mart asked him
questions. Perhaps because I wasn’t his first mate.

My fingers shook with anticipation and
I longed to be next to Ryder. He should be on the bridge with us,
but all he cared about was weapons and fighting. Gordon claimed
he’d be an amazing addition to the rebels.

Raeth smiled and I was thankful she
was still with me. It had been weeks since she’d regressed into her
own world, playing with her ball and humming to herself. Instead,
when the stress got to be too much, she’d recite various parts of
the ship, weapons and computer systems, as if memorizing everything
on board.

Red flashing ignited the tension on
the bridge, the clicking sound warning of the launch. Inhaling
stagnate air, I clutched my sweaty jumpsuit clinging to my chest
and willed Ryder to not shoot that weapon.

Clank…swoosh…bang…rumble.

Damn! We’re
doomed.

The ocean scout ship stuttered and the
Sha Pi swirled about above us, as though studying it for a
second.

This was our chance to escape. I
swiveled my chair and shot a look at Raeth to get us out of
there.

Boom.

The torpedo collided with the scout
ship. Metal and meat blasted from the missile, but the scout ship
remained intact. The expected pressure wave didn’t crash our craft
into the canyon wall or rain rubble onto us.

I stared at my monitor, trying to make
sense of what had happened. Above us, the Sha Pi paused then
scrunched together like an accordion, body tight, arms arched.
Before my dry tongue could attempt to moisten my equally dry lips,
the Sha Pi shot in the direction of the Kantian scout
craft.

I exhaled a quick breath.
“Brilliant.”

“Figured that might come in
handy one of these days. I got the idea from you and Raeth.” Gordon
whirled his finger in the air. “Let’s get out of here before the
Sha Pi finishes its evening meal.”

The hybrid monster chomped down the
Kantian vessel in one gulp, beacon and all.

Gordon squeezed Raeth’s shoulder.
“Good job.” Then he made his way to my station.

“How did Raeth and I give
you the idea?” I asked.

“You mentioned that all the
creatures were designed to eat, sleep, and kill, based on
programming from the Kantians or Neumarians. There had been reports
of the Sha Pi and other creatures migrating into the Indian and
Atlantic oceans.” He shrugged. “Knowing the Sha Pi fed on metal or
meat I figured, how about we change their focus from our ship to
the enemy’s. Ryder invented the actual missile, though.”

Ryder?

Of course, he’d obsessed over war
tactics and training with Mart in preparation for joining the
rebellion once we arrived in the United Kingdom.

I, on the other hand, didn’t have a
plan. No real place in this war. A Kantian princess, hated by the
Neumarian rebels, and loathed by my mother, the Kantian
Queen.

Grinding my teeth, I had to remind
myself to stop acting like a spoiled princess and focus on what was
important. Staying alive and winning this war with Ryder and Raeth
at my side as we, the Triune, helped clear the planet of my
mother’s evil.


Chapter Two

 


 


It had to be a conspiracy. Just when I
finally got a moment with Ryder, the illuminators dimmed,
instructing all personnel to return to their quarters prior to
lights out in twenty-minutes. Living under water meant we relied on
others to instruct us when it was time to eat and sleep.

Scab ran by with an arm load of sheets
and a goofy grin, headed to the laundry chute. “Good evening,
Semara and Ryder.”

“Night, Scab,” I
said.

He didn’t stop to chat, walk the halls
or work the brig like most guards, not with Mart ordering him
around and using him as a personal punching bag.

Ryder took my hand in his and leaned
against the metal wall, his hair appearing jet black in the
shadows. His eyes sparkled next to the dull brushed-silver
wall.

I leaned into him and sighed, reveling
in the feeling of his strong arms wrapped around me, tugging me
against him. He’d always been strong. But the last two months of
training had toned his body, reminding me of the pictures of Greek
statues I’d studied as a child. Where the jacket of the cadet
uniform he’d been given upon joining the crew had been loose, now,
with each movement, it looked as if the seams were about to rip
apart at his biceps, along his shoulders, and across his
back.

I closed my eyes and enjoyed a few
moments of stolen peace. How I wished we could sneak into my
quarters five meters down the women’s hallway. But it was a useless
dream. Even if there weren’t guards everywhere, Raeth would already
be waiting for me in our cabin.

“Miss you.” Ryder pressed
his lips to my scalp, sending tingles down my neck. I never grew
tired of his touch. Of course, it had only been in passing since
we’d boarded Freedom during our escape from my mother’s wrath. Not that she’d given
up on finding and killing us. During those first five weeks, she
had blanketed the ocean in depth charges. The bombing had only
stopped a couple of weeks ago.

I pushed the memory from my mind and
relaxed against Ryder’s hard chest. The constant sway of the ship
lulled me into believing it could be night. However, after several
months of intense training and living deep in the ocean, my body
and the rhythm I’d lived by no longer controlled me. Only the
different colored lights and the commands to eat, sleep, and be on
the bridge when ordered ruled me.

“I miss you, too. It seems
like there’s always a reason to keep us separated and I hate it.
It’s been months since we’ve been able to be alone. Dred hasn’t
woken from his coma. Raeth and I share a room yet barely talk. Oh,
and let’s not forget about Penton or Bendar. Penton’s been training
hard and Bendar is always in the engine room. When we all boarded
this ship together, I thought nothing would separate us all
again.”

Ryder tipped my chin up and pressed a
kiss to my forehead. At feeling his suppressed desire and longing,
I nuzzled his neck, seeking more, wanting to touch him, not through
his uniform but his bare skin.

“Shh. You need sleep.
Nightmares have been keeping you up. You’re exhausted. Wish I could
be there to hold you through them, but we should arrive at the ENR
base soon. It’s been too long.” His hand slipped to the nape of my
neck. “Once we reach land, no one will keep us apart.”

Heat surged to my face and I leaned
into his hands. “Nightmares? How did you…oh, your sister. Great.
Guess Raeth can’t keep a secret.” I knew Raeth only told her
brother out of concern, but I’d still chastise my best friend when
I got back to my room.

“She just confirmed what
I’d felt through our bond.” Ryder drew a circle around the tip of
my nose with his. “What you been dreaming’ about?”

His closeness weakened my resolve to
keep it from him. He’d think I was crazy.

“Tell me,” he urged,
brushing his lips across mine in a feather-light touch.

My breath hitched and the memories of
beatings and torture faded when his thumb glided down my cheek. “It
doesn’t matter. Kiss me.”

His lips claimed mine with a too
long-suppressed urgency. He needed and wanted me as much as I did
him. If we didn’t make it to land soon, they’d have mutiny on their
hands.

I inhaled his scent, absorbing it into
my soul. Even after all this time beneath the sea, a hint of Earth
remained and I savored the aroma. He’d always smell the same to me.
A musky, earthy smell, with a hint of freedom. The aroma wrapped
around my body like a shield of strength.

Steps thumped down the corridor and he
broke the kiss. “Tell me. Before we have to go.”

I panted and shook my head. From the
moment we’d met, he twisted me up inside until I’d share whatever
he wanted to know. “Images mostly. My mother, my father. I never
see his face, but I see hers.” I suppressed a shudder. “None of it
makes sense. It’s almost like I feel physical pain, but I can’t see
the memory.”

Ryder’s eyes narrowed.
“What’s Gordon been doing to you during those sessions?”

“Gordon? Nothing. He’s been
helping me remember things. He says I’ve been reprogrammed. He’s
trained in opening the mind back up and he thinks I could remember
something that would help the rebellion.”

Ryder glanced down the hall. “Maybe
so, but I don’t like you suffering. Mighty easy for him to push you
into helping. But you need to know when to back off. You been
training so much and been working with Captain Gordon, you haven’t
gotten any rest.”

“Maybe that’s because I
don’t want to.” I stared up at him. “I’m frightened, Ryder.
Terrified my mother’s programmed me into being some kind of
weapon.”

“I won’t let that happen.”
He kissed me again then rested his forehead against mine. “We, just
the two of us, need to find some time alone.”

I struggled to stay calm,
to not let my frustration and jealousy out. I failed. “The last
time I tried to take some time off, you were busy with Mart and
her training.
Can’t you train with someone else, like me? Why does it always have
to be her?”

“Jealous?” The side of his
lip quirked up into a teasing grin.

Yes! “No! No more than you are of Gordon.”

He straightened, his hand moving down
from my neck to my lower back. “Let’s not do this. It’s late. I
don’t want to argue.” Hugging me, he lifted me into the air until I
was at eye level then he nuzzled my neck. “Rather do other things
with you than fight.”

A giggle slipped from my
lips.

“Love that sound.” Ryder
nipped my earlobe.

“What sound?”

“You happy. Someday, we’ll
go to that Resort Territory of yours,” Ryder slid his nose down the
side of my neck, “where we can laugh all day.” His tongue traced
the path his nose had just made. “Swim naked in that lake of
yours.”

A guard stomped along the metal grate
floor and halted a few meters away. “Hey, you two. Lights out in
five. Don’t make me throw you in the brig.”

My head still spun from Ryder’s words.
He gently lowered me to the ground. My knees shook, but I managed
to remain upright.

Ryder scowled.

“Now,” the guard ordered,
his face grim and determined.

Ryder growled low in his chest then
kissed my cheek. “Until later,” he whispered.

Perhaps after our next shift, he’d
find a room for us to hide away in. We’d tried at least once every
week to sneak out of our quarters to meet up, but we could only
risk so much. If we got caught, the captain could throw us in the
brig—separate cells, of course—or jettison us, leaving us in an
inflatable escape pod for my mother and her minions to
find.

A chill ran through my body. I
squeezed Ryder’s hand, acknowledging I’d heard him.

My heart and soul longed to stay with
him, but my body crawled back to my quarters and entered. As I’d
suspected, Raeth was already resting on her side with her eyes
half-open.

“S-Semara?”

“Yes?” I yanked the opening
of my cadet jumpsuit apart and slid it off my shoulders. “What is
it?”

“Bendar told me to s-say
hi.”

“You saw him today?” I
sighed and shoved the material over my hips to the floor. My boyish
shorts and tank top remained on and I tossed my uniform over the
nearby chair. If there was going to be a drill, I needed my outfit
close by.

The European Neumarian Rebellion
emblem caught my eye with the glint of gold in the circle
surrounding and the E and R.

Life’s funny
sometimes. I’d given up the uniform of a
princess—grand corsets and long swirly fabric—for an old worn
rebellion jumpsuit and never once regretted it.

Raeth yawned. “Yes. He s-said he’d
meet you at breakfast in the m-morning.”

“Great. It’s been too long
since I saw him.” I loved the little guy. He was more than my first
friend. He was my surrogate father. When my dad had been murdered
and Mother imprisoned me on her ship, he’d cared for me, smuggled
me food when she’d starved me, and bandaged my wounds after she’d
tortured me.

I slid beneath the thin sheet and
scratchy blanket then pressed the luminary button to turn off the
lights. “Raeth, why’d you tell Ryder about my
nightmares?”

Another yawn sounded from her side of
the room. “Because he n-needs to know.”

My patience wore thin. I was so tired
of everyone trying to control me or do what they thought was best.
“Why? Isn’t that my decision?”

Footsteps raddled the walkway outside
our door. Guards. Why were they always patrolling on the ship? It
wasn’t like intruders could make their way on board while the ship
was on the bottom of the ocean.

The longer we stayed aboard, the more
uneasy I grew.

I listened as Raeth stretched and her
metal leg hit the wall. My heart ached at the sound. If only I
could have spared her the agony of Mother’s torture.

“It’s n-not a nightmare…”
Raeth’s voice faded into nothing.

“What do you mean?” I
pleaded, almost rolling out of bed to shake her awake. Why was it
every time I thought Raeth was done surprising me, she’d pop out
with some tidbit of information that shocked everyone.
“Raeth?”

“S-sorry. You s-screamed
one night about your captivity. You remembered s-something. It
wasn’t a nightmare. It was a memory.”

“Memory? About my father?
What was it?” My heart pounding, I lunged up and sat on the side of
my bed, anxious for what she’d tell me.

“No. You remembered
s-something about your mother. You know s-something that will help
beat the queen.”

“What are you talking
about?

A soft snore answered me.


Chapter Three

 


 


The scents of earth and green trees
flooded me. Sounds, birds tweeting and a bubbling brook, filled the
air. My fingers grasped the soft cotton material of my dress as it
danced around me in the breeze. Grinning, I tipped my head back,
relishing the feel of the soft gust caressing my skin as it rustled
the tree leaves surrounding me.

A calm sense of peace coated my soul.
Years of fear and tension fled as I dug my toes into the soft sand
and basked in the warm sunlight. Opening my eyes, I glanced at my
hands. They were tiny and delicate, those of a young child. With a
gleeful shriek, I skipped down the hill, giggling. A faceless man
called to me from the hill above. I felt his love to the marrow of
my bones and waved up to him.

A shadow moved across the landscape,
darkness invading the sky. Within seconds, it rolled over me and my
heart stuttered. I couldn’t move. Sand turned to mud. It crept up
to my calves, circling like a chain around my legs.

“No. Let me go,” my
youthful voice begged.

As the dark ship landed on the other
side of the hill, my father yelled, “Semara, run!”

I couldn’t. Branches jutted out from
the trees and wrapped snug around my wrists, securing me, keeping
me from turning around. “Father, help me.”

“I can’t. Only you can help
us,” he said, fading from view.

My chest tightened and twisted, as if
a fist thrust inside my ribcage and yanked me from the ground. The
mud cracked and fell from my legs. Tree limbs splintered. My body
hurled into the sky. I flailed about, trying to grasp anything but
found only cold, smooth metal.

Struggling to breathe, my
eyes flew open. A quick glance reminded me I was still in my bed
aboard the Freedom.

Dim light helped reality edge out the
dream. Relief surged through me, and I collapsed back into the
mattress, clutching at the frame of the bed to keep from screaming.
I couldn’t let Raeth know I’d experienced another
nightmare.

Loss squeezed my heart in its
merciless grip, the dream still feeling real, as if I’d relived a
life-altering moment.

I tossed the thin blanket from my body
then using my top sheet, I wiped my face dry of sweat and tears.
Drenched and wired, I swung my legs over the side, the soles of my
feet pressed against the cool floor.

Raeth sighed and turned over. The
night luminary cast a glow over her face. She still remained
asleep…or allowed me to think she was. Either way, it was a relief.
I loathed talking about the dreams, especially when they were so
fresh and my soul still felt frozen within.

I inhaled several times, listening for
any signs of Ryder that would tell me he’d felt my distress. When
sad or troubled, I’d pray he would run to my side. But like every
other night I’d had nightmares, if he’d tried he hadn’t made it
past the guards.

All I could hear was the hum of the
outside hall light.

Pressing my fingertips to the pulse in
my neck, I cringed. It thudded like an overtaxed engine ready to
blow. Forcing myself flat on the bed, I tried to get comfortable.
The springs creaked with each movement. Shivers plagued me.
Exhaling, I visualized my heart and pulse slowing, returning to
their normal state.

The need to do something, anything,
overwhelmed me and prevented the biofeedback from working. Memories
of Mother’s ship assailed me. The fear it generated threatened to
paralyze me.

With the exception of the queen’s
torture and larger hallways, living underwater in confined quarters
was similar to my existence on Mother’s ship.

What was happening to me?
How could I think Freedom
and my mother’s ship were the same? Captain Gordon
may run a tight ship, but I had yet to receive a single blow.
Whereas Mother had beaten me, starved me, and thrown me into
cramped spaces for punishment every time I failed to satisfy her,
however trivial the infraction.

I shook my head. Ryder and Bendar were
right. I hadn’t deserved that treatment. As Gordon said, I was a
young girl when she started programming me. But what her endgame
was still eluded me.

Along the pipe overhead, a ping
sounded. I bolted upright. “Ryder?” Perhaps he’d found a way to
skirt the guards and come to me undetected. I remained still and
listened for his signal again. Three long breaths later, I heard it
again.

It was Ryder.

I eased out of bed, trying to prevent
it from squeaking, and grabbed my jumpsuit. No. I wouldn’t wear
that. Tonight, I didn’t want to be a rebel. I wanted to be a woman
with the love of her life by her side.

Of course, the dress I’d worn my first
week on the ship. It lay folded in my locker.

Tiptoeing across the room, I grasped
the locker handle. It clicked, echoing in the stillness. Raeth
moaned, but didn’t wake.

With shaking hands, I removed the
dress and slipped it over my head. It didn’t compare to the yards
of royal fabric I’d worn as a princess. Then again, it held only
good memories. Also, I was no longer a princess with long
silver-blond hair and a painted face. I ran my fingers through my
short, pale hair. Lightness filled me.

While Ryder loathed the queen, he
loved me, Semara, not the princess. I smiled, privately
acknowledging that with my escape from the queen, I’d learned I had
value. As Ryder said, I’d gone from a helpless, powerless twit to
young woman, ready to bring down a despotic tyrant—my
mother.

I rested the locker’s lid on the latch
but didn’t fully shut it. If I had, the clang would have awakened
everyone within three rooms of me. Standing, I sidled to the door
and, holding my breath, pressed my ear to it and listened. Good, no
footsteps. None at all, which was strange. Usually the guards
patrolled all night. Perhaps Ryder had distracted them long enough
for me to get out of the women’s wing. I sucked in a deep breath,
pressed the button, and the door slid open.

No guards stood waiting. Inching into
the hall on bare feet, I reached back and shut the door. While the
floor pressing into the soles of my feet hurt, it was better than
my shoes banging against the grates with each step.

Without hesitation, I raced down the
corridor to the hall that separated the men’s and women’s sleeping
quarters. No sign of a guard. No sign of anyone.

Where was Ryder?

I froze for a moment, waiting to see
if there was another signal. Nothing. Silence permeated the ship.
No clanging. No light flashing.

What had happened?

Had I created the sound in my head
because I wanted Ryder so badly?

Residual tremors from my nightmare
rose in mass. Biting my lower lip to keep my scream inside, I
focused on what I could touch, see, and hear. Slowly, reason
asserted itself. Ryder may not have sent the message, but someone
did. Something had happened to the ship and we were in danger. I
could feel it in my bones.

I concentrated on Ryder, his face, his
body, his scent, his mind, and willed him to awaken, though I knew
it wouldn’t work. It never did. My Neumarian ability couldn’t wake
someone or mentally talk to them. “Yeah, melting metal is real
helpful in a submerged ship,” I muttered.

As I scanned the surrounding area,
taps reverberated down the hall from the other end of the women’s
quarters. Pressing my back against the cold steel wall, I winced as
my heart pounded loud enough to set off the alarms.

Pulling myself together, I continued
to the T-intersection. At the corner, I checked behind me, then to
the right and left. The corridor was dark and devoid of any signs
of life.

I turned left and slithered into the
shadows to wait, wondering what would happen if I were caught. Most
of the rebel crew distrusted me because of who my mother was. If I
were found sneaking around the ship at night, it wouldn’t help my
cause. Yet, I had to know what was going on. For weeks, I’d felt
something wasn’t right and I was beginning to believe Mart thought
so, too. But why?

Slowing my breathing, I sought my calm
center as Bendar had taught and waited for the approaching guard.
Quiet descended. The tapping had stopped only a few meters away. A
light cut on. The guard shined it along the opposite wall. I leaned
back as far as I could and flattened myself behind a support beam,
but the light flicked straight to me.

“Who’s there?”

With nowhere to run or hide, I
steadied myself and stepped into the beam. “It’s Semara. I couldn’t
sleep.”

“It’s against regulations
for you to be wondering the halls after lights out.”

“I know. It’s just that I
couldn’t—”

“Sleep. Yeah, I got it.”
The guard flicked the light to direct me in front of
him.

The last thing I wanted was this guard
at my back. “Where are we going? My quarters are the opposite
direction.”

“Take it up with Mart. She
decides the appropriate punishment for disobeying
rules.”

Great. Mart would show me no mercy.
She’d also use this to make me look even worse. She’d been trying
to sabotage any friendships I made with the crew from day one.
“Please. I just need some sleep. I won’t break any rules again. I
promise.”

“Now, Princess Semara,” he said with a
sneer.

“I’m not a princess
anymore. I defied my own mother, remember?” I wanted to make him
understand. No, I wanted to make all the rebels understand I was on
their side.

“What’s the problem?”
Gordon appeared behind me.

I’d been so caught up in avoiding Mart
I hadn’t heard his approach.

The guard straightened, shoved his
feet together and saluted. “Sir, Princess Semara was out of her
room. I was only directing her to Mart for questioning.”

“There’ll be no need.”
Gordon touched my shoulder. “You all right?”

I only managed to nod my
response.

“But, sir―”

“I summoned her to the
training room. Now, return to your post. I’ll take Semara with
me.”

The guard stood for a moment with the
light cast on the floor. The metal reflected a glow over his
scrunched face. “Yes, sir.”

“Come, Semara. There’s much
work to be done, and I don’t want you up all night.” With military
precision, Gordon about-faced and headed toward the training room.
Unfortunately, that was the last place I wanted to go. After my
brutal reprogramming session a few nights ago and with the dreams
still haunting me, I didn’t have the strength to handle another go
at it.

Gordon touched the amber pad beside
his office door and it whished open.

At least it’s not the
training room, I consoled
myself.

At the sight of the large wooden table
with four intricately carved chairs surrounding it, a desk and
leather furniture, I realized that maybe this wasn’t going to be a
training session in the physical sense. My stomach
clenched.

“I’ve been wanting to ask
you something.” Running a finger down the slick polished table top,
I studied the pens and pencils. No halo pad or device sat on the
desk, only a picture of a young woman and baby.

Gordon brushed his sandy-blonde hair
from his eyes and sat down. “What is it?”

I motioned to the old, leather-bound
books lining the walls. “You have actual books, old books, and pens
and so many other things from before the Great War, yet you seem so
young. How old are you?”

Gordon smiled. “Ah, I thought you
would’ve asked that sooner. I’m about ten years older than
Ryder.

“He’s eighteen, almost
nineteen. That would make you around twenty-eight.” He didn’t look
it with his scruffy baby face. Yet, his mannerisms were refined
like a member of the council. “How could you be so young and be
such a high ranking officer of all these rebels?”

Gordon lifted his hand, directing me
to sit. “I wasn’t in charge until five people above me were
murdered by assassins.”

Memories of monstrous half-men,
half-machines flashed through my mind and my mouth became as dry as
the Wasteland.

Gordon leaned forward and rested his
elbows on the table. His blue eyes darkened. “What’s
wrong?”

“Back in Old Chicago, we
had a run-in with the same type of assassins. We were saved by a
feisty old woman named Mags. She fought them off with her homemade
fire bombs. She was tough.”

“I’m sorry for your loss. I
know you’ve suffered greatly.”

“She’s not dead!” I hadn’t
meant to shout at him. Clearing my throat, I sat and folded my
hands in my lap. “I can’t let myself believe she wouldn’t survive.
Too many have sacrificed themselves enabling Ryder, Raeth, and me
to make it to the Freedom
and the ENR. I pray it was worth it and we prove
to be everything they’ve hoped.”

I swallowed hard and
blinked back the unwanted tears. They would only make me look weak
and I couldn’t afford that. Not until I discovered what was really
going on and why we hadn’t reached the ENR yet. At least my
mother’s training was good for something. I could suppress my feelings when
necessary. Rise to the task at hand.

Exhaling, I met Gordon’s steely gaze.
“I’m beyond upset that Dred, who has sacrificed the most of all,
hasn’t woken up.”

“The doctor said he needs
to remain in a coma. He suffered extensive brain
damage.”

The thought of Dred, the captain of a
scavenger ship in the Wasteland—who took on Mother’s ship to save
Ryder, Raeth, and I—lying helpless in the infirmary seemed wrong.
“Ryder can heal him.”

Gordon shook his head. “I’ve spoken to
Ryder and we both feel it’s best to discover the extent of his
damage before anything is done. We simply don’t have the equipment
necessary onboard. Once we reach headquarters in Upper Europe,
we’ll be able to help him.”

“And when’s that going to
be?” Hidden beneath my hair, the implanted communication device
behind my ear sent a zing to the back of my eyes as lightning bolts
shot into my field of vision. The blasted thing had caused me no
end of trouble since boarding this ship.

Gordon stood and moved around the
desk. Placing a hand on my shoulder, he squeezed in reassurance.
“You okay?”

I shrugged. “Tired, yet not sleepy.
Otherwise, I’m fine.”

He sank onto the sofa across the room.
Anxiety crawled up my back like a baby spider. Every nerve, every
muscle tensed, alert to possible danger. The sofa was covered in a
plush material, fluffy pillows adorning it. While it looked
comfortable, to me it only led to torturous memories.

Gordon tapped the sofa by his side.
“Come over here and relax. We’ll just talk for a bit.”

“We both know where that’ll
lead. I don’t know if I can go there tonight. I’ve already had a
grueling nightmare. I don’t have the energy to face anymore at the
moment.” Despite my protest, I sat near him. His comforting tone
lulled me once again into believing him—if only for the
moment.

His eyes filled with compassion.
“Semara, I know this is tough, but I wouldn’t put you through this
if I didn’t believe it would help.” He’d always managed to calm me,
stilling my worries.

Until tonight.

My implant sent another
shock through me. On occasion, I might be slow on the uptake, but
not when everything in me screamed be
careful, don’t trust blindly.

Once again, I took measured breaths
and calmed myself. “That’s the problem, I don’t want people to know
what happened to me. I’m not even sure I want to know everything
myself. It means admitting my mother physically and mentally
tortured me for years. Why would she do it? I can’t believe it took
those tactics to mold me into a princess.”

Gordon’s hand covered mine resting on
my knee. “Neither do I or any sane person. The answers are in your
mind. We need to unlock them. Once we do, you’ll be free of the
nightmares. I’m certain of it.”

I wanted nothing more than to free
myself from the bondage of my mother haunting my nights, but I
didn’t look forward to reliving them either.

“Tell me about your dream
tonight. Why were you out in the halls wearing that
dress?”

My eyes flickered to his before I
could stop myself. He claimed to have my interest at heart. But he
was still the captain and could punish me personally or through
hurting Ryder or Raeth. Telling him the truth wasn’t an option.
That left me only one choice, no matter how much I detested it.
“Yes, the dream was bad. I woke soaked in sweat and just wanted to
get out and walk. The thought of pulling my jumpsuit on over my
clammy skin was more than I could bear.”

Yeah, that sounds good.
Believable. I hoped.

“I see.” He scooted
sideways and lifted his leg onto the sofa between us. A friend’s
posture. Certainly not a man who would throw me in the brig. Or
worse, cast me from the ship.

“Was the dream about your
mother?”

My gaze skittered away from his, but
avoidance never worked long term. Gordon had a way of worming
information out of me, no matter how much I tried to keep it to
myself.

“Yes.”

Gordon nodded. “And the man? Was he
there?”

A shrill noise blasted my ears. It
felt as if the implant was warning me to stay away from the memory.
Yet Gordon’s eyes pleaded with me to share. From experience, I knew
the only way to return to bed was to confess what had happened
during the dream.


Chapter Four

 


 


Gordon rotated a dial on a device
called a metronome. A rhythmic tapping joined with the lulling
ship’s engines and the air flow from the ventilation system. “Try
to relax. Clear your mind and focus on the beat.”

Snuggling into the corner of the
couch, I pulled one of the silky pillows onto my lap and closed my
eyes.

Tap…tap…tap.

Funny how one sound can soothe a
person, yet a similar one—like the ticking of that clock in my cell
aboard my mother’s ship—provoked cringing terror.

“You’re
thinking.”

“No…well, the sound
triggered a memory. I was thinking—”

“Don’t,” Gordon ordered in
a firm yet gentle voice.

I refocused my attention and blurred
my mind. Tap after tap nearly lulled me to sleep.

“Okay, Semara. I want you
to listen to my voice. Follow what I say. You’re not alone. I’m
here with you. No matter what, remember that. Repeat after
me, I’m not alone.”

“I’m not alone.”

Gordon softened his voice. “Relax your
arms. Relax your legs. They are anchored here, but your mind can
float away.”

My arm slipped to my side as if
weighted down by a slag device.

“Don’t think,” Gordon
reprimanded. His baritone blended with the metronome. “Your hands.
And now your feet.”

I concentrated on releasing all the
tension the way he’d taught me.

“Now, your toes and
fingers. Let all the energy drain from your body.”

I heard his words. The instructions
grew faint as I slipped away.

“What do you see?” Gordon’s
voice echoed inside my head.

“Nothing, but I smell
something.” I inhaled deeply, but didn’t feel the restriction of my
ribs. “Metal?”

“Do you smell something
beyond the metal?”

I inhaled once more. “Leather. No
wait, that’s fading now. I smell…a pleasant spicy, musky smell.
Like a lavender fragrance.”

Gordon cleared his throat.
“Um…deeper.”

“Oh, right that’s you.” I’d
mentioned it to him once when I’d first arrived, and he confessed
he wore cologne at times to smell something besides the
ship.

“It’s okay. I’m here to
help you. Relax and fade into your dream. You’ll taste, smell, and
hear everything in that world. But always remember you’re here on
the Freedom, safe
with me.” Gordon’s fingers wrapped around mine and he moved my
hands on top of the pillow. “I’ve got you.”

His touch reassuring me, I released my
connection to the present and flew into a faraway place above the
water. A hint of fresh air wafted in a cool breeze. “Trees,
flowers. I can smell them.”

“Good. You’re doing
great.”

I heard the chirping of a bird like
the one I’d dreamt of only awhile earlier. With little effort, the
world came to life. Canopies of leaves filtered sunlight onto the
soft grass between my tiny toes. I knew the child was me. A short,
soft cotton dress caught between my legs when I walked to the
water’s edge. Love, peace, happiness, feelings I had nearly
forgotten existed. A large wooden cabin rested at the top of a
flower covered hill. A man stood, wearing a plaid shirt and jeans,
another person―no, child―by his side. They both waved, but the sun
glared over their faces.

“Daddy?” My voice sounded
tiny, but happy.

“My little princess.” His
words reached my ear, filling me with joy.

I willed myself to climb the hill to
see my father, but the younger version of myself ran through the
water, splashing and laughing instead. Innocence, a time I didn’t
even remember existed. I was happy, healthy, and loved.

Lightning bolts flashed
through my eyes. Darkness shadowed over the land around me. A
shiver shot through my little frame. I stumbled, skinning my knee
on a rock, but I was brave and didn’t cry. Shoving my palms into
the sandy beach, I pushed myself upright. Another lightning bolt
jolted through my vision. Electricity shocked my body and I
stiffened, unable to move. Daddy. Help
me! I screamed, but the words never left my
mouth.

A jolt shot me from my
body.

No, I want to see my
father. Not time to return. I wanted to
remain in this body. But a force grabbed my essence and yanked me
from the child’s frame, jettisoning me into the light blue sky.
With no arms to flail or voice to scream, I was forced to yield to
the will of the vision until it ended.

Another flash of light and I looked
through dark glass, down at a small child below. Her thin, blond
hair danced in the wind. Hatred and venom conquered the tranquil
peace.

What’s happening?
I’d always remained as a small child in my
visions. Now I lived in someone else. Someone who hated me with
every breath.

“Kill him, and take the
child,” she ordered, her voice, my mouth.

Mother? Oh God. What was
happening?

She whirled around and faced the
ship’s bridge, full of apprehensive faces. Levers were pushed,
buttons pressed, and orders shouted.

Mother glanced at Esmada, a much
younger version of her assistant, then at a team of guards near the
door. “I want Harrison dead or don’t return.”

No! Stop!
I screamed, but no one heard. A moment later, her
will became mine. There was only one thing I wanted—my father dead
and me to be captured and locked away forever, only released long
enough to satisfy the ignorant council.

“My queen, incoming.” A man
by a control panel tapped an earpiece and nodded. “A Neumarian
ship. It’s a trap.”

An explosion shifted the ship. “No. I
won’t leave without killing them all.” She whirled on one of the
men at the controls. “I’ll kill him first.” Once Harrison was dead,
no one would be left to stand in my way.

No…not my way. I’m not
you.


Chapter Five

 


 


Tremors ravaged my body. I screamed in
escalating horror.

“Semara, calm down. I’m
here.” Gordon rubbed my hands.

While I heard Gordon’s words, images
of a metal hand, flaming red hair, and hatred filled my mind. There
was no room left to process what he said or wanted me to
do.

“You have to gain control
or you’ll melt the ship,” Gordon ordered, his voice trembling in
fear.

A small part of my brain registered
his words, but bloodlust ruled my actions. A bone deep desire to
kill the younger version of myself echoed in my head.

The smell of slag, the left over
particles when someone melts metal, filled the room. My eyelids
fluttered open and through the lightning bolts and stabbing pain, I
saw steam rise from an object on Gordon’s table.

While my eyes couldn’t focus on the
object, I knew it was metal by its odor.

Stinging sweat rolled into my eyes. I
welcomed the sensation, grounding me to the present. Pain here was
better than the emotional torture of being in my mother’s
head.

I clutched Gordon, trying to anchor
myself. But the screams still exploded from me and the air
thickened with moisture.

“Captain.” A voice sounded
from somewhere in the room. “Ryder Arteres took down three guards.
Says he’s gonna start shooting if we don’t let him see
Semara.

Gordon’s hand brushed my brow and I
sensed his closeness, but my eyes blurred with sweat and pain.
“Bring him here,” he ordered. “Shh…calm down. Ryder will be here in
a minute.”

Gordon continued to offer comfort, but
the desire to annihilate everything before me remained. It had
infiltrated my heart, leaving no room for reason. I lifted my arms
and pummeled Gordon.

No…I wanted to kill myself.
Frustration drove me to lash out at anyone close.

“Kill her. Kill them all,”
I yelled, fighting to murder whoever supported Harrison or
Semara…me.

“Hold on, Ryder’s coming.
I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” Sympathy coated his words, but his
empathy only fueled my fire.

I clawed at him, but his hands gripped
my wrists. “You’re worthless. Nothing but a weak
traitor.”

“Semara?” Ryder’s muffled
voice traveled through a dark tunnel of blind hatred that didn’t
waver.

An internal struggle raged between an
intrinsic need to shoot him dead and a desire to wrap my arms
around him. My chest ached. A ripple of love penetrated the ocean
of revulsion. I struggled to regain control, but Mother’s
consciousness only strengthened and constricted my
determination.

Hands released my wrists while
different arms wrapped around my body. Comfort surrounded
me.

I heard Ryder ask, “What
happened?”

I couldn’t see Gordon through the
swirling images cascading through my mind. Orange and red shots
streaked through the sky. The ship shifted.

“I made a mistake. She’s
not in her own memories. We need to get her out of there.” Gordon’s
steps echoed like the string of bullets.

“If she doesn’t?” Ryder
asked.

“You don’t want to know.”
Gordon’s words brought joy. I wanted to stay and fight whatever
attempted to destroy my ship…no, my mother’s.

My head shook. Ryder’s hands grasped
my face. A cool energy oozed between my mother’s connection and my
desire to return to him surged forward.

“Come back to me,” Ryder
pleaded.

The world around me faded once more as
his words and chocolate brown gaze begged me to return to him. His
presence blasted her shield, shoving it aside while tugging me
free. A sense of peace urged me to follow.

Finally, I managed to draw free,
thanks to his love-filled touch. “Ryder?”

“Yes, it’s me. Let go of
the memory. You’re safe here by my side.”

His power to heal coated me. After
several breaths, the connection to the other world shattered
completely. I slammed into Ryder with a fierce need to connect with
him.

“I’m here, and I’m not
gonna leave you,” he whispered, his hands stroking my hair as he
pressed kisses over my face.

For several moments, I remained
cradled in his powerful arms. The embrace I longed for each day. As
he rocked me, I managed to calm enough to watch spirals of steam
rise from the floor. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

Ryder sat back and tipped my chin so
I’d look at him. “It’s not your fault. You were only trying to
help.”

He kissed my cheek. A whisper of his
lips brushed across mine. “You okay?”

Inside, my heart thrummed with the
need to remain in his arms, but not now. Right now, I needed to
minimize the damage. If any of the guards saw this room before it
cooled, I’d be lucky if the crew didn’t demand I be thrown
overboard.

Brushing Ryder’s thick hair, damp from
sweat, from his forehead, I nodded. “Yes.” I leaned back. “Gordon.
Need damage control. No one can see this.”

Gordon paused in his pacing. I finally
focused on his face, lined with anxiety. “Agreed.”

“Mighty dumb move, don’t
you think?” Ryder pushed from the sofa and stood with a commanding
posture that made most men back down—but not Gordon.

Captain Gordon might be a few inches
shorter and have thinner shoulders, but he possessed an inner
strength that matched both Ryder’s physical one and protective
nature.

Clutching my head while attempting to
stand, despite the throbbing pain, I staggered between them. “You
both want what’s best for the rebellion.”

Fisted hands at his side,
Ryder glared at Gordon. “Not at your expense. Enough of
these sessions.”

“If you’d let me explain,”
Gordon said. “The reason it went so wrong wasn’t because of the
work we’ve been doing. I’ve been trying to unlock her memory from
the damage done by the neuro-alterers that were utilized on
her.”

I fought to remain standing against
the stabbing pain shooting from my neck to the back of my eyes.
“What do you mean? Are we not able to regain what the device took
or altered from my memory?”

Gordon ignored Ryder’s threatening
stance and sat in the leather tufted chair behind his desk. “No,
that’s not it.”

At a knock on the door, anxiety shot
through me. Although the steam had dulled to a mere thick mist in
the air, the room’s temperature remained that of a
sweatbox.

Would the entire ship know by morning
I’d almost melted the vessel that kept us alive in the depths of
the ocean?

Gordon stood and faced the door.
“Enter.”

“Sir,” a guard said,
opening the door. “Mart has requested a report. Ship sensors
indicated an extreme temperature fluctuation.” The guard’s uniform
hung from his shoulders, the sleeves wrinkled as if he’d slept in
it only to bolt from bed at a ship-wide alert.

“Please excuse me. I better
see to Mart.” Gordon rubbed his temples. “Inform the first officer
I’m on the way. Dismissed.”

The guard turned on his heels and the
door slid shut behind him.

“Ryder, I’ll bend the rules
for one evening, but you two promise to keep it between us. Semara
needs sleep and I believe you can calm her enough so she can get
some rest.” Worry etched lines around Gordon’s eyes, aging
him.

“Gordon, what is it? I know
something’s troubling you. Is there no way to regain my memories?”
I asked.

He pinched the bridge of his nose.
“You’ll regain your memories. Maybe even some that don’t belong to
you. At this point, I’m unsure what we can recover.”

My pulse quickened. “I’m confused. You
told me that remembering my past would help the cause. Any
information I can provide is worth knowing, right? But from now on,
we’ll only do it with Ryder present.”

Ryder’s arm enfolded me and tucked me
into his side. A cool calm surged into me from not just his palm
but his body, coating my mind and soul with his protective
love.

Gordon’s gaze drifted, touching
everything in the room except me. He moved to the door, hit the
orange button, opening it, and lowered his head. “Sometimes we have
to face things that are far worse than we’d planned.”

Ryder’s arm tightened around me. He
always anticipated what I needed before I was aware I needed it and
the stinging fear spreading out from my middle quieted.

Straightening to my full height, I
held myself as I had when I was a princess. Back erect, chin firm,
eyes hard. “I can handle it.”

Gordon’s gaze locked on mine with an
intense dark, stormy blue stare. “That may be. But this isn’t just
about what you can handle.”

Ryder stepped forward, his hand
dropped from me. “Careful. You might be captain of this vessel, but
you’re still human.”

I heard the warning and wondered if
Gordon understood its import. Because, unless Ryder had told him
the truth about his gift, Gordon couldn’t know Ryder was able to
suck a person’s life force out of them or return them to
life.

“It’s okay, Ryder. The
captain’s right. Although, how recovering my memories will affect
anyone else, I’d sure like to know.”

With the loss of Ryder’s comfort, the
anxiety of the nightmare and memories rolled my stomach. “So,
please explain how my memories can hurt anyone other than myself,
Captain.”

Gordon’s Adam’s Apple bobbed.
“Memories are powerful. They can contain information that can alter
the present and future.”

Through our connection, I felt Ryder’s
barely leashed anger. “In what way?”

“It could cause the
rebellion to fall,” Gordon said in a harsh whisper.


Chapter Six

 


 


I woke to Ryder’s lips pressed to my
forehead. How I longed for the morning light to seep through the
lace curtains at the boarding house in the Mining Territory. But
that would never happen again. Once I’d escaped her, Mother had
blown up the town, murdering half the people who hadn’t made it to
safety in the underground tunnels.

“Good morning,” I croaked,
my mouth so dry, my tongue stuck to the bumpy palate. “Did you
sleep?”

“Yes. You?” His nose slid
down my temple and his breath caressed my ear. All night, we’d
spooned, his body providing a cocoon of safety, love, and
unsatisfied want.

As I tried to move, my legs stuck to
the leather couch. With a smile, I stilled. I craved Ryder, feeling
his body against mine, knowing he would always be there for
me—loving me, protecting me, never leaving me. If all I could have
right now were these few minutes, I’d grab them
greedily.

Ryder tucked loose hair behind my ear.
I’d always believed my white-blond hair was the result of my
mother’s bleach, but over the past three months, I’d discovered
that wasn’t true. In fact, the queen had never used bleach on my
hair, just a shampoo that smelled like it.

“Feel your mind whirlin’.
What’re you thinkin’?”

I rolled onto my side and faced him.
He’d cut his hair short to rid it of the silver dye we’d used to
mask our appearance from the guards when we’d escaped the Mining
Territory. He possessed such a hatred for the priests and
priestesses that worshiped my mother, I never mentioned I missed
his longer hair—but then I’d cut mine for the same
reason.

Running a finger over his lips, I
chuckled. “I was thinking about our first kiss.”

“The one when I attacked
you so the guard thought I possessed you? Or, the one where we’d
nearly electrocuted ourselves?”

I smacked his muscled bicep. “Like it
matters. That moment is burned into my soul. It was my first kiss,
ever. So, it will always be special.”

His full lips curled into a smile,
showing perfect white teeth. “It will always be special to me,
too.” His thumb tipped my head back as his mouth moved over mine. I
wanted to protest that I needed to brush my teeth, but one touch of
his full lips and I was lost. Every kiss felt like the first,
shattering and reforming me.

I went to deepen the kiss, but he
broke free. “Liar.”

“What?” I asked.

“You told me you’d been
kissed before by some boy back in the Resort Territory,” Ryder
accused with a laugh.

Heat flooded my cheeks. “I had to say
that.”

“Why?”

I huffed. “You were so cocky and full
of yourself. I couldn’t let you know that you were my
first.”

Ryder cupped my face. “You were my
first, too.”

I sat up, only to be tugged back down
to his side. “Ha. I know that’s not true.”

“Not the first ever. The
first that meant anything to me.” His fingertips traced my cheek.
The golden swirls around the dark center of his pupils turned
molten. Passion, love, lust, everything in one gaze. “Since the
moment I saw you, living and loving you means everything. Before,
nothing but killing slags mattered. Then you touched my heart.” He
cocked his head and studied me. “That’s something that makes you
special. How you touch people’s hearts and give them
courage.”

“Me?” I asked, shocked. It
was still difficult for me to see myself the way he or Raeth did.
But then they loved me, so I tended to devalue their opinions of
how others saw me.

“Yeah. Got Captain Gordon
hangin’ on your every word. You can do no wrong.”

“What? You’re insane. How
about you and Mart? I see how her eyes are always tracking your
every movement…except when it’s fixed on your ass.”

Ryder’s dark eyebrows rose. “Did the
princess just curse?”

“Don’t call me that. You
know I hate that title,” I snapped.

“Then stop turning things
around on me.”

“Why? You know it’s true.
Of course, I can’t blame her. You do have the nicest and tightest
backside on the ship.”

Beaming, he stared down at me. “Mart
doesn’t matter. Only you do.” He rolled over me then, holding his
weight above me, he kissed me deeply. “You’ve got the most
beautiful skin on this ship. The softest lips.” His hand caressed
my waist as he nuzzled my neck. “And the most incredible body,
mind, and heart.”

His touch ignited my flesh. His scent
of earth and freshness surrounded me. My heart slammed against my
ribs as if trying to leap from my chest and into his.

“I love you,” he said, his
voice hoarse with want.

I ran my fingers through his cropped
hair and nudged his head to kiss me. “I love you, too. You’re my
other half.”

Without hesitation, he held me tight
to him, sweeping me into another world—a place full of love and
passion. He nipped at my bottom lip, his teeth raking gently. His
tongue nudged my lips apart. Between one breath and the next, his
ability merged with mine, a cool desire that dusted my thoughts,
blossoming into full bloom.

Cradling me in his arms, our gifts
joined into a sphere of passion, releasing static into the air. It
permeated every aspect of me, from the inside to my clothes. A
storm of passion and love developed, swirling around us.

Releasing me, a white mist lingered
between our faces. Dimples creased his cheeks as a boyish, playful
grin spread. “Mighty nice being able to do that without starting a
fire or blowing’ up the ship.”

“Yes, but why’d you stop?”
I nibbled his ear.

He exhaled deeply and lifted off me.
“’Cause I have a surprise for you, and I don’t want you to miss
it.”

“Surprise?” One look at his
toned abs a moment before he pulled his shirt down into his
unzipped jumpsuit, energized my hope of our staying here all day.
“You’re all I need.” Placing my hand at his hip, I skimmed my
fingers beneath his shirt and was rewarded with a growl of
desire.

“No. Trust me, you want
this one. Besides, it’s chow time, and Gordon’s outside the door,
waiting on us.”

“How do you
know?”

Ryder captured my wrists and kissed
each knuckle. “Because he’s slid the door open a couple
times.”

“What?” Heat flooded my
entire face. I swung around and faced the door. It was closed.
“You’re only teasing me.”

“No. Don’t worry, he didn’t
catch us. He came in before you woke and then just before we…Mighty
close call, though.” Standing, he distracted me by reaching down
and drawing me to my feet with that crooked smile and manly swagger
he’d perfected. “Let’s go.”

Lacing his fingers through mine, he
led me to the entry and opened the door before I could
protest.

Gordon wasn’t waiting for us. Mart
was.

She stood with arms folded over her
chest and booted feet crossed at the ankles. Rust-colored
dreadlocks draped over the front of her grimy brown, bronze
buckle-lined vest.

Why didn’t she have to wear
the ugly jumpsuits? Instead, she looked like a pirate in her
tricked-out shirts, dreadlocks, and a dozen or more body piercings.
Yet, her snow white skin, pale green eyes, and perfect body turned
almost every male head on Freedom.

Gordon rounded the corner and cast us
a practiced glance. “Ryder, Semara. Get in your uniforms, eat some
chow, and return to my office.”

Mart’s eyes widened. “But sir. Ryder
needs to—”

“I don’t care what he has
scheduled. This is more important.”

Mart rounded on Gordon, but seeing his
closed expression, she held her tongue. She was hot-headed and
rude, but never challenged Gordon. One thing about Mart, she
believed in the importance of rank and discipline.

Gordon brushed passed us and
disappeared into his office.

“I’m not waiting ’round
while ye two do whatever all morning.” She flicked her hand at the
doorway behind us.

I wanted to tell her she’d jumped to
the wrong conclusion. That, once again, she’d misjudged me, but
something inside me snapped. I glided between Mart and Ryder and
declared my ownership by planting a long hard kiss on his lips.
Easing back, I winked and said, “Thanks for last night.”

Mart huffed and marched off, mumbling,
“She’s bewitched the rebel, and he’s too stupid to realize
it.”

“Didn’t have to do that.
Told you there’s nothing to worry about.”

“If it didn’t matter, why’d
she get so mad?”

Ryder shook his head then grasped my
hand. “Come on. It’s time for your surprise...after you’ve changed.
Meet me in the galley and don’t be late, or you’ll miss it.” With a
wink, he headed down the men’s hall to his quarters.

“You avoided my question,”
I called out.

“Yep, I did.” He paused and
turned as he ran his hand over his short hair. “For the record,
just ‘cause she fancies me, don’t mean I think the same.” His eyes
narrowed. “And what about how Gordon looks at you? That stings but
good, an’ there’s nothing’ I can do but trust you.”

He was right. I hadn’t considered what
he experienced whenever I was alone with Gordon. If he felt like I
did about Mart, it did more than sting.

With a nod, I headed for my room. The
quicker I changed and returned, the faster his comfort would
return. I smacked the door button and entered the room.

Raeth’s bed was made and
there was no sign of her. I missed her and my other friends who had
joined us on the Freedom—Penton, Bendar, and
Dred.

Jerking off my dress, I pulled on my
uniform, then jammed my feet into my boots, laced them, and headed
toward the galley and Ryder.

“You ready for your
surprise?” Ryder asked.

“Yes.” As much as I wanted
to discuss the first day we boarded the ship, when Ryder had said
Mart had an issue with me, now wasn’t the time. I didn’t want to
ruin his surprise. To do otherwise would suggest I didn’t trust
him, which wasn’t true.

Fighting with Ryder came easy. We’d
been in plenty of disagreements, but this was different. Every time
Mart or Gordon’s name came up, he momentarily looked
bothered.

Ryder clasped my hand and we ambled
along the gangway toward the mess hall. His heavy black boots
echoed mine as we walked.

“Mighty late.” His brow
furrowed when we reached the mess hall, then his face relaxed into
a joyous smile. “Ready?”

“I think so.” I scanned the
room, not sure what to expect. A gift box of some sort, maybe?
Instead, I spotted a short little man with a rust colored beard
hobbling toward me. Behind him sat Penton, the boy who’d risked his
own life back in Acadia East to save us, and beside him was
Raeth.

“I managed to pull some
strings. We’ll all be together for chow time for the next few
days,” Ryder said.

“Bendar!” I shouted and
raced to him. Kneeling, I opened my arms and hugged my oldest
friend, the one who’d stood by me since childhood. “I’ve missed
you. It’s been weeks. I know the ship’s large, but why couldn’t you
find time to see me? And they won’t let me in the engine room so I
can see you.”

“Why not you let in engine
room?” Bendar asked.

“They think I’m some sort
of Kantian spy, being a princess and all. They must think I’ll
sabotage the ship or report how the ship operates.”

Penton slid between two metal stools
and around a long silver table to embrace me. “That’s
ridiculous.”

Bendar’s hearty, belly deep laugh
filled the room. “Come, sit and talk. Much to say, little
time.”

“H-Hi, roomie.” Raeth
smiled. Her delicate face lit up as Penton sat by her side.
Something was going on between those two. I’d have to ask her about
it later.

Ryder returned with two trays. “Eat.”
The way his mouth set in a firm line told me he’d go into his
lecture about keeping my strength up if I didn’t comply. I took the
cool tray and scooped up some grits with my fork. His jaw relaxed
and he sat to my other side, Raeth and Penton across from us.
Surrounded by my rebel family, my stomach relaxed and I enjoyed the
buttery mush for the first time in weeks.

I rested my hand on top of Ryder’s as
I looked at my trusted friends then flashed Ryder a grin, my heart
near bursting with joy. My love knew what truly mattered to me.
Facing Bendar, I scowled. “I can’t believe they’ve forced you to be
an engine rat again.”

Bendar snickered. “No. Like to work on
engine. Rats learn much.”

Tension eased at the familiar sight of
him scrubbing his thick beard. “But you deserve so much better.”
Uranium poisoning had already caused his cryptic speech. Would he
be bald or blown up before they let him out of there?

Penton leaned over the table. “I’ve
been workin’ on a weapon that might change the war. Mart thinks it
could turn the tide of power in the rebels’ favor.”

Reath’s eyes shone with pride.
“T-turns out Penton’s gifted with weaponry.”

“I don’t know about that,
but my dad taught me how to lay traps and mix homemade bombs to
protect our land before we were forced into the camp outside Acadia
East…before he died.”

I wanted to reach out and pat Penton’s
hand for comfort, but Raeth beat me to it. Yep, something was
definitely going on between them.

Ryder rested his hand on the back of
my neck, his fingers brushing it and sending energy waves
throughout me, cooling the rising temperature of my gift. “What’s
the weapon for? What does it do?”

A guard marched in and grabbed a mug
from the serving line then pushed the lever on the bronze tubular
structure on the wall that brewed coffee or tea, depending on which
lever you pushed. He spun on his boot heels and leaned against the
wall.

We all knew the topic of conversation
needed to change, but each of our faces were etched with
questions.

Ryder rose and signaled the guard
over. “Tell Mart I’ll meet her in the engine room at 0900
hours.”

As Ryder and the guard walked back
toward the serving line, Bendar leaned closer. “Need to speak about
scavenger. Not in coma to save life.”

My mind spun. Finally, I had an
opportunity to see Bendar and spend some time with him, and with
six words he’d brought all my fears for Dred to the forefront. “I’d
suspected, but what can we do?”

Bendar shoveled two spoonfuls of grits
into his mouth before he managed to answer. “Need to get Dred away.
Must disconnect and get out.”

A shiver took over my hands. “If
Dred’s in danger, then we have to act fast.”

He nodded, still shoveling food into
his mouth. “Won’t wake up. Scavenger branded traitor.”


Chapter Seven

 


 


Knowing time grew short, I
clutched Bendar’s hand, savoring these few precious moments
together. I fought unsuccessfully to control my mounting fear of
Gordon and the Freedom crew. The discovery that Dred wasn’t badly injured but was
being kept in an unneeded drug-induced coma had shattered my trust.
“Bendar, how can we help Dred?” I whispered.

When Bendar canted his head to the
doorway, I glanced behind me. Spotting Scab nearing us, I prayed he
hadn’t heard me mention the scavenger.

Scowling, Scab stalked up to us. He
lifted his chin, the jutting set of his jaw putting me on alert.
“Time’s up.”

A fire raced down my spine. From
experience, I knew he was Mart’s toady and these orders hadn’t come
from Gordon. I wasn’t even sure they had come from her.

The moment Scab spotted the guard and
drew himself upright, I recognized his unease, the truth glaringly
obvious. I bit back a grin. Even if that action hadn’t given him
away, the dancing mole to the right of his mouth from a sudden
twitch did.

The guard turned from Ryder and took
another sip of his coffee, eyeing Scab over his tin cup.

We all sat in silence for a moment,
watching the two men compete in a stare down. It wasn’t much of a
challenge. Despite Scab’s attempt to look tough with his
blue-streaked hair and black gauge in his ear; the guard, with his
pressed uniform, bald head, and commanding stature screamed
dominance over the kid.

The guard downed the remainder of his
brew. “The pet has spoken.”

My insides tightened as Scab struggled
to keep from snarling at the guard. Were the rumors true? Had Scab
been rejected to serve in the rebellion until Mart took pity and
hired him as some type of assistant? No, that would mean Mart cared
for someone besides herself.

Bendar wiggled to the edge of the
stool then dropped to his feet. “We go. Not make
trouble.”

Wait. I needed to know more about Dred. I knelt and hugged Bendar.
“Tell me something,” I whispered.

“Later,” he answered and
kissed my cheek before creeping away.

Penton squeezed Raeth’s hand as he
winked at her. She caught my stare and her face ignited into a rosy
glow. A spreading warmth, at Raeth’s finding a little bit of
happiness, tempered my escalating fear. Should I tell Ryder about
her romance? No, it was her chance to discover a little bit of joy,
and could only do so without her watchdog of an older brother
hovering over her.

Ryder swaggered over to me and took my
hand. “We need to get to Captain Gordon’s office. He’s going to
debrief us on something.” He stood for a moment, eyeing Penton and
Raeth. The tension in the air was palpable. It seemed older brother
kept abreast of younger sister’s burgeoning romance. “Mighty long
break. Don’t you two need to work on something?”

Raeth’s large brown eyes pleaded with
me. I nodded almost imperceptibly then winked.

Slipping my arms around Ryder’s neck,
I kissed him with all the love within me. At his groan, I knew he’d
momentarily forgotten about everyone and I’d saved Penton from
Ryder overreacting and choking the boy before the guards knew what
had happened.

Ryder pulled back and rested his
forehead against mine. “Smart move,” he murmured.

Unfortunately, Raeth hadn’t departed
with Penton, who’d wisely scurried from the room. Fists on hips,
she glared at her brother. “Why you b-being rude?”

Ryder held his palm to his chest and
his eyebrows rose. “Me? Rude?”

I ran my hand from his shoulder to his
elbow to feel a connection with him. “Raeth’s right, you were.
You’ve always said you liked Penton and respected him.”

“I do.” Ryder dropped his
hand to his side. “But…”

The guard sauntered by us. “That’s
before the two young lovers were caught.”

Ryder swung around on him. “Caught
doing what?”

Raeth gasped. “N-nothing.”

I nudged her toward the door and
captured Ryder’s hand in mine. “He’s trying to stir up trouble,
that’s all. We need to get to Gordon’s, remember?”

Ryder wouldn’t budge. “That
true?”

“Yes, sir,” the guard
smiled. “I know how you are about your sister. The hatred in your
eyes is plain to see. All the guards know to stay away from Raeth.”
His gaze skimmed over her. “She’s one cute young woman.”

“Stay away from my sister,”
Ryder growled.

The guard chuckled as he
left.

“Really? You n-need to stop
being s-so protective.” With a searing glare at her brother, Raeth
pivoted and marched down the corridor.

Ryder’s scowl stayed in place until we
reached Gordon’s office, then he sighed and pulled me to him. “You
think there’s something going on between my sister and
Penton?”

Ryder had grown so much since I’d met
him. But when it came to Raeth, he was still an overprotective
brother, terrified her heart would be crushed. I understood his
fear. After all, he still struggled with the guilt of how he’d used
his power to save her life several years ago, just as I still
suffered from my guilt at not saving her from the queen’s butchery.
“She could do worse. He’d die for her. Heck, he almost did during
the queen’s attack. Or have you already forgotten my mother tried
to kill all of us on Acadia Beach?”

His eyes softened with a hint of
sorrow. “No. I haven’t forgotten so many died that day to save
us.”

“One of them could have
been Penton. Give them a chance, Ryder.” My fingers caressed his
cheek. “Like us, Raeth deserves some affection and
love.”

His brow furrowed. “Fine, but if he
touches her―”

“Oh, get over it.” I
dropped my hand from his cheek and faced Gordon’s door, but anxiety
intruded on my happiness. What did Gordon have to debrief us on
that the crew couldn’t know about? And would he expect me to live
through more deprogramming?

Ryder pulled me to him and pressed his
lips to my head. “I’ll be with you. Anytime you don’t want to be
here, you say so and we’re out.” He slid his palm to the side of my
face. “We can go now.”

Taking a deep cleansing breath, I
retrieved his hands, cradled them in mine and kissed his palm. “I
can do this. If it’ll help end this war faster, I’m all for
it.”

“Good. I’m ready to start
living our lives together.” While Ryder’s words were gruff and
filled with longing, I knew he wanted to build a life in honor of
what his parents once had. Sadly, I couldn’t connect with that
life. If my recovered memories were correct, my mother, the queen,
had killed my father and subjugated me through torture.

Gordon’s door slid open. “You ready?”
As he gestured us into his office, I prepared for the inevitable
reality of facing another day of remembering how much my mother
hated me without a clue as to why.

“Sit, please.”

Ryder guided me to the couch and
tucked me into his side. “Spill it. It’s gotta be big if you wanted
me here, too.”

Gordon rubbed his forehead. “There’s
not an easy way to explain, so I’m going to tell you straight.
There’s a problem with Semara’s deprogramming.”

“Are my memories too far
gone? Is there any way to extract what could help the
rebellion?”

Ryder squeezed my hand. “You’re always
thinking about others. What of the memories of your
father?”

“It doesn’t matter. If he’s
still alive, we’ll find him and make new memories. Like you and I
have.” I smiled to reassure him, praying he didn’t see that my
heart broke in two at such a great loss. Night after night, my
nightmares showed me clawing my way through the Resort Territory,
Mother’s ship, and so many other places, trying to catch a glimpse
of my dad and the mysterious boy by his side. It never
worked.

Now, only protecting Ryder and our
friends while ending the war consumed me. I wanted, no, needed, to
prove that I was dedicated to the cause. And this was the
opportunity. “Please, Gordon. Assist me with extracting what intel
I have for the rebellion. Let me do this one thing.”

Ryder cupped my face. “You do so much
already, sweetheart. Don’t let the others get to you. They don’t
know or understand you the way I do.”

“Or I do,” Gordon
added.

At first, Ryder stiffened. I met his
gaze and only relaxed when he winked then dropped his hands and sat
quietly at my side, his legs stretched out before him. Without a
word, he showed how much he trusted me with Gordon, he only feared
for my safety, not my heart. And in that moment, I knew I could
trust him with Mart, regardless of her motives, or how she claimed
a princess and a rebel didn’t belong together.

Gordon anchored his hip on the edge of
his desk. “I’m afraid I can’t extract those specific memories
either.”

While my lungs tightened,
years of hiding my sorrow prevented the tears from escaping. I’d
failed at proving myself to the rebellion. Forget that, I thought as desolation
swamped me. I’d lost my only chance at discovering the truth about
myself.

Ryder leaned forward, his elbows on
his knees, his hands hanging between his legs. “Did the
neuro-alterer cause permanent brain damage? Certainly between the
machines at the ENR headquarters and my ability to heal, we’ll be
able to repair it.”

He knew how much it meant for me to
remember the truth of my life. His simple words and support did
more to soothe my anguish and prove his love than all his
professions of it.

“No, that’s not the reason.
The memories we’re unable to uncover were not manipulated by a
neuro-alterer.” Gordon rose from the desk, pacing the floor. “It
was a Neumarian. There’s a block there. It probably happened while
she was a child…just before the queen captured her.”

“Izdajalski pošast!” Ryder
shouted.

I didn’t need to speak ancient
Neumarian to know this was bad.

A sting covered my skin, but I didn’t
even know why. “I don’t understand.”

Ryder punched the side of the couch.
“Treacherous animal’ll pay for this.”

“If it happened just before
the queen’s arrival, he was forced to do it,” I said. “I must know
something that will put everyone at risk. However, if a Neumarian
altered my memories, can’t a Neumarian undo the block?”

Gordon nodded. “Yes…probably. I’m just
not sure. It may take the individual who created this block to undo
it.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Ryder
sneered. “Neumarians don’t fold. My own sister was only twelve when
she was tortured at the hands of the queen and never confessed her
powers or agreed to help her just to stop the agony.”

I dug my nails into the satin pillow
at my side to keep from clutching Ryder and begging his forgiveness
for the part I’d played in his sister’s torture. But it was history
and couldn’t be undone. And Ryder had forgiven me just as Raeth had
forgiven me. Yet strangely, it took hearing the pride in Ryder’s
voice as he spoke of Raeth’s brutalization and survival to finally
grant me permission to forgive my twelve-year-old self for not
doing enough to save her.

Ryder knelt on the floor in front of
me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

“I know. I heard it in your
voice. And you’re right, but your sister is special. Not everyone
can withstand the queen’s methods. And let’s not forget, Raeth’s
one third of the Triune.” I bent forward and pressed a soft kiss of
acceptance to his lips, then sat erect, with my back as rigid as a
princess. “It’s critical we discover how to unlock my memories. Is
there a Neumarian with that power back at ENR
headquarters?”

Gordon raked his hand through his
hair. “Perhaps, but as I said, it won’t matter if the only person
who can unlock them is the one who created the block.”

Ryder pivoted to face Gordon, while
still maintaining contact with me. “Don’t understand.”

“Even if there’s a
Neumarian with that specific ability, it won’t unlock memories that
didn’t belong to her.”

Anxiety coated my body with a cool,
damp dread. “Gordon, spit it out.”

His complexion paled as he met my
gaze. “Those memories of yours, the ones of the resort area, they
aren’t real. They’ve been implanted. I don’t know whether the queen
did it to drive you insane or the Neumarian stored intel through
these visions to provide the rebels with necessary
information.”

“Can’t you just dig in some
more to…?”

Sweat trickled down Gordon’s temple.
“If I try, it could be a trap. We could lose you forever, along
with everyone on this ship.”

“Then we don’t do it.”
Ryder shoved off from the couch. The worry plaguing him creased his
forehead. “It’s too dangerous.”

My mind swirled with possibilities.
Perhaps I’d help the rebellion another way. Ryder would fight,
Raeth technology, Penton weapons, and me…what could I do? The
rebels didn’t trust me to fight by my side and, while I didn’t
invent it, I used and manipulated technology like a Slag. “Ryder,
there may be a way.”

Ryder bolted to his feet. “No. I won’t
let you. I stood by while Bendar shoved that implant into the back
of your head. Then, I nearly lost you to spiderat venom, not to
mention scavengers and the queen. When is your life more important
than the rebellion?”

His words took me aback. All he ever
wanted from the moment we met was to win at any cost. He’d spouted
sacrifice and fighting to everyone, freedom being the ultimate
reward. Now, he abandoned everything he stood for to protect
me?

“Ryder.” Tears threatened
to flow for the first time in months. I swallowed the rising lump
and cleared my throat. “I love you.”

Standing, I rose onto my toes, wrapped
my arms around his neck, and pressed my lips against his hard
thinned ones. Pulling back, I stared into his gaze and saw love,
fear, and sorrow. “Listen, I could fight with you, beg, plead, and
when you didn’t give me the right response, I’d find a way if I
wanted to. I’m humbled and amazed that your love for me is so
strong, but dig deep.”

I placed my palm to his beating heart
and willed him to feel my love as intensely as I felt his. Tears
streamed down my face. “If we’re ever to have a life, not to
mention your sister, the rebellion is more important than one
person.”

Ryder opened his mouth to protest, but
I placed a finger over his lips. “You know it’s true.”

Gordon cleared his throat. “There’s
more.”

Ryder took a step back. My hand slid
down his jumpsuit and fell to my side as his gaze darkened with
determination and he whirled on Gordon. “More than turning the
woman I love into an incoherent vegetable for the rest of her life?
I’ll bet you didn’t tell her about that side-effect, did you? All
you care about is that she’d sacrifice herself if that’s what it
took, and you knew it.”

“Yes, I knew it.” Gordon’s
eye twitched, the way it did before delivering the worst news
possible.

Ryder’s back tensed. “Then,
why?”

“Because, we arrive at the
ENR tomorrow,” Gordon said.

“That’s great news.” My
pulse raced with excitement. “We’ll be off this ship. Dred can get
help. We can meet with the council and plan a way to rescue all the
Neumarians hidden underground back in the Mining Territory. We’ll
finally have enough people to form an army and fight for our
freedom.”

Gordon rounded his desk, leaned on his
knuckles and lowered his head.

I clung to the notion that something
good was happening upon our arrival, while a prick of doubt,
coupled with fear, threatened my determination. “This is great
news, right?” Hearing the uncertainty in my voice, I cast a
sideways glance at Ryder for help.

“They don’t believe she’s
with us, do they? All this time you said she’d be welcome on the
council, assist with strategies. You lied.” The entire room dropped
a few degrees and Ryder advanced on Gordon, but the captain didn’t
flinch. He stood as if he knew Ryder would dispense the justice he
deserved.

“Stop. This isn’t helping.”
My anxiety warmed the room back to normal. As I struggled to
control myself and not almost melt the ship again, I tugged the
back of Ryder’s jumpsuit to turn him toward me. When his solid body
didn’t budge, I squeezed between him and the desk, only to hear
Gordon mumble, “It’s worse than that.”

The room heated and the metal picture
frame housing the photo of the woman and baby started to smoke as I
turned and studied his face. “What could be worse?”

“If you haven’t shared
credible intel by the time we reach headquarters…” Gordon
paused.

Ryder hauled me back against him. His
chill surged through me, trying to counter the fiery fear that had
ignited within me. “What?”

“They said that you’d be
treated as a prisoner.”

Ryder slammed his fist on top of the
desk, startling me. “They’re going to put her in
prison?”

“Worse.” Gordon
straightened and faced us both. “You’ll be tried, convicted of
treason, and sentenced to death. Then your body will be shipped to
the queen.”


Chapter Eight

 


 


“What?” I
shrieked.

“Jih prekleto.” Ryder swung
a protective arm around my shoulders. “I won’t let them harm
you.”

The thought of facing a tribunal or
execution wasn’t what horrified me most. The thought of returning
to my mother, dead or alive, infiltrated every dark crevice of my
body, where I’d stuffed my fear and sorrow. Facing her to fight was
one thing, but being shipped off after my death didn’t sit
well.

Gordon leaned over the desk in
challenge. “There’s only one way to stop them. We all know
it.”

Ryder shook beside me and I knew he
attempted to control his anger, no…fear. “Yes, convince them she’s
one of us. Order them to listen.”

“I don’t have that kind of
power. No captain has that kind of authority, especially one that
just made rank because five other men died.” Gordon scrunched his
forehead so tight he resembled an older, sun-exposed Neumarian who
had spent the last decade strung out on Arvenati leaves.

“Ryder, we don’t have a
choice,” I murmured. Taking a deep breath, I stared into his face.
“And I need you to be strong for us both.” Yet, as I said these
words, something tickled the back of my brain. Not memories. Logic
was screaming at me to stop and think. But did I have the
time?

My gaze sought Ryder’s. His mouth shot
open and I placed my lips to his for a second. Cupping the back of
his head, I remained so close, our mouths nearly brushed. “Listen
to me. With every fiber of my being, I don’t want to do this. To be
in my mother’s head is the worst torture I can imagine. But if a
Neumarian did leave intel hidden within me, I want it. The
rebellion needs it. It would mean I’m more than just a princess
turned rebel, I’d be an integral part of planning strategy to bring
this conflict to an end.”

His eyes shut. I felt the muscles on
the back of his neck tighten and I knew an internal struggled raged
within him. “You aren’t just my love and a princess turned rebel.
Raeth, you, and me are the prophesied Triune. Without you, we cease
and the queen wins.” He stared at Gordon. “You understand this, how
important we three are? If not, start now.”

I drew Ryder’s beloved face back to
mine. “Imagine, I could be carrying the key to stop my mother and
end this war. How can we not take the chance?”

His fingers clutched my hip as if to
keep me close to him. “He doesn’t know that for sure.”

“If it were you, we
wouldn’t be having this conversation. You’re so quick to sacrifice
yourself for me. Now it’s my turn.” I pressed my lips to his ears
and whispered, “I trust you to protect Raeth and all our friends,
including Dred, from the ENR. Escape if you have to. As for Gordon,
keep me alive and whole.”

Gordon’s footsteps echoed in the room.
“You’ll remain by her side and, although you can’t pull her out, I
believe you can keep her calm and safe until she maneuvers the
labyrinth of memories to the one we need.”

Ryder lifted his head. “Not
comforting.”

Gordon clasped his shoulder from
behind. “I know.”

The corner of one lip quirked.
“There’s the ship, too,” Ryder said. “Mighty big risk. Just so you
know, if you even breathe wrong, I’m ending this and not the way
you think.”

I let out the breath hitched in the
back of my throat, but the lump of fear remained. “Good. We’re
agreed.” Although, I suspected Gordon didn’t know he’d just sealed
his death if anything happened to me.

Gordon retrieved the metronome as I
took my place by Ryder’s side on the couch. I’d never seen his face
stricken with so much fear. He was fearless in the face of danger,
but for some reason this petrified him.

I sat on my hands to hide their
shaking, only to have Ryder tug them free and twined our fingers as
he said, “Don’t shut me out.”

“I won’t.”

His mouth curved into a slight grin.
“It’s okay to be scared. If you weren’t, I’d be
worried.”

“I know this is hard on
you, but I have to do this.”

Ryder’s dimples appeared. “I know. You
would’ve done it with or without me. That’s why I’m here at your
side…and always will be.”

He knew me too well. No one read me
like he did. “Thank you.”

“Let’s begin. To expedite
this process, think about something you want to see through your
mother’s eyes. If we try to delve straight into what’s hidden, it
could go wrong quick.”

I shivered at the thought of entering
my mother’s mind.

Gordon leaned in. “Don’t start by
trying to answer the major questions. Focus on something
safe—perhaps your childhood with your mother, if the memory goes
back that far. Childhood memories are weaker. If anything goes
wrong, you can pull out.”

“Okay, but it’s hard to
picture my mother as a loving woman.” With a sigh, I closed my
eyes. “This is going to be interesting.”

“Relax. Don’t
think.”

Gordon ran through the process to
connect me to whatever place these memories were housed. Limb by
limb I relaxed, despite the agitation still scratching at my
spine.

“What do you smell?” A
voice echoed in my head.

“Cedar and Pine. Scents
from my childhood,” I answered.

Opening my eyes, I looked into the
world of my childhood. Laughter sang from the other room and I
crept to the doorway. I saw my mother and father teasing one
another, sitting on a pale blue couch, their backs to me. My eyes
narrowed on my mother. She looked different, soft and in
love.

“Let go, Semara. You are
Mandesa Valderak’s young daughter. Tell us what you see,” Gordon
said.

I saw my mother cock her head then
jerk upright. “Mandesa’s found us,” she said. She motioned me
forward and I saw her delicate face, bright blue eyes, and blond
hair. She looked just like me.

I let go of the office where my body
remained and delved into my former self. My consciousness shrunk
into the scared little girl whose heart swelled and body ached to
be in her mother’s arms.

“Semara, go with your
father. He’ll keep you safe.” She stared at me then my father. Fear
oozed from every pore. “She’s found us. Take Semara and
hide.”

“Lanena, you have to come
with us.”

“No. Mandesa won’t stop
until she finds me. She doesn’t know for sure about Semara, only
you. Now go.” Mama gave Daddy a shove toward the far wall. As it
slid open, she rushed up and hugged me tightly to her. “Never
forget, Semara. I love you and your father more than life. It’s
very important that no matter what you see or hear, you don’t make
a sound. It’s best if you forget what happens.” I watched as she
lifted her gaze to Daddy and, with tears streaming down his face,
he nodded.

Moments later, the stone wall moved
and we entered our blot-hole of a cave. We had practiced escaping
many times, but never just Daddy and me. I knew not to whimper or
make a sound, no matter what happened. Almost since I was born, my
parents had trained me to use my power yet had cautioned me never
to expose it to anyone other than them. They’d also warned me about
Mother’s sister, Mandesa Valderak, the witch who had started the
war just to kill Mama.

Daddy sank to the cave
floor and pulled me onto his lap. Pressing his hand to my mouth, I
heard his words in my head. “Stay still
and remain silent, no matter what you hear. Don’t make your
mother’s sacrifice be in vain.”

What did
be in vain mean?

Seconds later and before I could ask,
I understood the warning for silence as a thump, thump, thump
neared Mama, sitting against the stone wall.

“I told you I’d find you.
Where’s my intended husband, Lanena?”

You’re insane, Mandesa. Harrison has
always been mine.”

“Details, details, just as
you’re always saying you didn’t kill Mother.”

“I didn’t. She died in
childbirth.”

“Yes. Yours.”

“You’re the one who killed
our baby brother as he lay in his crib, Mandesa.”

“Half-brother, now, where
is Harrison and that whelp of yours? I want them. Now.”

“Did you really believe I
would betray my husband and child to save my life? Really, Mandesa,
insane or not, I gave you credit for intelligence.”

Terror filled me. First, I shivered
then I started to burn like a fire.

“Calm yourself, my little
Semara. If the queen gets us, we’ll both die.”

“Why,
Daddy?” He had taught me how to speak with
him through our minds. He had a special touch. Leaning back, I
tried to wipe his tears away, but they wouldn’t stop.
“What’s in vain
mean and why are you crying,
Daddy?”

Once he explained, I grabbed the
bottom of my shirt and shoved it into my mouth so Aunt Mandesa
couldn’t hear me sobbing.

“I know my sister. She
won’t tell us anything. Take her head.”

Swish

Thump, thump,
thump.

“Good-bye, Lanena,” Mandesa
cackled.


Chapter Nine

 


 


Shock held me immobile, mouth slightly
open, eyes unseeing. It wasn’t until Ryder pressed an icy cloth to
my forehead that Gordon’s words filtered through, pulling me back
to the present.

“Calm down, Semara,” Gordon
said. “You nearly went supernova on us. If Ryder hadn’t drawn you
back, we might have lost the ship.”

I clutched my aching temples as my
heart took flight. Lifting my head, I took in Gordon and Ryder,
waiting with baited breath to hear what I’d learned.

Shock sprouted thorns that drew blood
from my soul. All these years I’d thought the queen was my mother.
I knew I had to speak, but struggled with the words. I dug deep for
the one thing my mother, no, the queen had given me, the ability to
hide emotion.

“The queen isn’t my mother.
My mother was her younger sister and the queen murdered her. My dad
was a Neumarian.” My mind swarmed. “All this time, I thought I was
that monster’s child. How…?” Confusion and grief took my remaining
words away.

Ryder patted the cool cloth to my
cheeks.

After a long breath, I tried to
continue. “I-I was about three or four when the queen found us.
Mother forced my dad to hide with me then sacrificed herself to
save us.” As my eyes met Gordon’s, a small smile broke free. “Thank
you so much. You don’t know how much it means to me, to not be the
queen’s daughter.”

A mixture of hope, quickly followed by
fear that I wouldn’t be useful and thrown in the brig until we
docked, all flooded me. “I’m not a spy. The queen murdered my
mother then killed my dad and kidnapped me.” A shudder ripped
through me. “I was nothing more than a means to an end, which
involved torturing me the entire ten years I lived with her. Her
final act prior to my escape was to declare my engagement to the
General.”

We all sat silent for a moment as I
regained my composure.

Finally, Gordon said, “Did you see
anyone else?”

“Did you see my parents?”
Ryder tentatively asked.

I knew he tried to redirect my
attention for a moment, so I wouldn’t melt the ship, but it was
more than that. I hadn’t realized that he, too, wanted to catch a
glimpse of his parents. Perhaps our pasts weren’t so different.
“No. I’m sorry. Do you think my dad and Mama really knew your
parents?”

Ryder rubbed the small of my back.
“Don’t know. But Uncle says they were very close
friends.”

Gordon clasped his hands in his lap
and leaned across the table in front of us. “You’ve done well,
Semara.”

“I haven’t learned anything
other than when the queen was a young child she was driven by
jealousy and killed her infant brother. Then later, she killed my
mother because Mama refused to turn over Daddy and me.” I leaned
into Ryder. “Wow, it feels right to call Lanena Mama, when it never did with the
queen, yet, strange.” I choked on the overwhelming desire to exact
retribution on my aunt.

“Did you remember your
father’s name or discover anything about him, such as where he
is?”

Bells pealed an alarm in my brain.
Gordon claimed he needed info about the queen, yet, he seemed more
eager to learn about Daddy. Something wasn’t right. I wondered if
intuitively I had known to withhold this information, which Raeth,
Ryder, and I had known since Old Chicago.

When Mags told us the truth about my
dad, she impressed upon us there was a reward for his capture. It
was critical we never mention his name. Doing so would assist those
seeking him. For now, he was known only as the leader. So, as far
as I knew, only the three of us, plus Bendar and Ryder’s uncle,
knew the truth. And to keep him alive and safe, it would remain
that way.

I glanced at Gordon from beneath my
eyelashes. His grim expression worried me. I needed a distraction
before Gordon questioned me, Ryder, or God forbid Raeth, further.
That meant I had to remind her against saying a word about my dad,
carefully, so she didn’t take offense.

Sighing, I allowed myself to
cry—something I detested as it showed weakness—then raised my teary
gaze to meet Gordon’s impassive one. “No. I don’t know what
happened to him. All I saw was that he’d hid and comforted me while
the queen murdered her sister, my mother.”

Gordon nodded then faced Ryder. “Take
Semara back to her room. We’ll be docking tomorrow. Hopefully, this
will buy us some time.” He ambled to the door. “Don’t worry,
Semara, I’ll keep you safe.” The door slid shut behind
him.

Ryder stared deeply into my eyes, as
if to absorb my thoughts, as he lifted a tear from my cheek. “You
okay?”

“Yes…no.” I took a long
stuttered breath. “Ryder, the queen’s not just power hungry but
completely insane. She was even as a child. I thank the stars she
isn’t my mother. My real mother died trying to save my dad and me.
She would never have beaten me, hunted me down like a spiderat in
search of food, and tried to murder me, not to mention killing so
many innocents.”

“Shh. It’s all right. At
least you connected with your real mother and discovered the truth
about the queen.”

“Even as a toddler, my
parents only spoke of her in whispers. She’s evil, Ryder, evil
incarnate.”

“You sure you want to
continue with this?”

I remained quiet for a moment,
searching my soul for the truth. “No. But I have to, even if there
is only a slim chance I can learn something to help the rebellion.
I owe it to my mother and father.”

“Come.” Ryder took my elbow
and helped me from the couch.

My legs wobbled and my knees almost
buckled beneath me.

Ryder drew me tight against him.
“Don’t worry, I’ve got you, always.”

The constant strumming of anger and
sorrow faded, replaced by the love of my parents, Ryder, and our
friends. “I think I’ve discovered the way to defeat
her.”

Ryder waved his hand in front of the
console and the door slid open. “What is it?”

“Love and acceptance.” At
his arched brow, I realized more explanation was necessary. “When
humans, Technos, and Neumarians love and accept one another, we’ll
band together and sacrifice ourselves to save each other. We’re
family. But because the queen believes this a weakness, she’ll
always underestimate our strength and resolve.”

We stepped into the hall and the scent
of Gordon’s leather furniture rapidly disappeared, only to be
replaced by the stale, metallic odor of the ship. I remained by
Ryder’s side as we headed for the corridor of the women’s quarters.
“If the queen is my aunt, that means my mother was a techno, too,
which explains why the implant works. But my powers come from my
Neumarian dad.” Frowning, I paused. “I still can’t figure out why
my aunt started the war. However, I think she practices genocide
against the Neumarians because my dad chose my mother over her. And
she hates me because I’m a reminder of that, not to mention she
wants revenge because my dad’s fought to depose her.”

“That makes a lot of
sense.”

“She’ll lose. Retribution
will be had.”

“Fight for freedom, Semara,
not vengeance. Take it from me, all hate does is rot the soul,”
Ryder said as he settled me on my bed.

I reached out and grasped his fingers.
“Stay with me.”

His gaze darted to the door and I knew
he worried about someone finding him here. But we were alone. Raeth
had duty on the bridge. “If we lock the door, no one will
know.”

“Anyone who has access to
the master demagnetizer can unlock it.”

“Tomorrow we’ll be at the
ENR headquarters. All this stuff about women and men remaining
apart won’t matter. Of course, if I’m in the brig or a jail cell,
there’ll be bars between us.”

Ryder crawled onto the bed beside me.
Pulling my back tight to his chest, we spooned together. “Don’t
ever say that. You’ll never be in a prison. It won’t happen. I’ve
saved you from the queen and pirates, do you really believe I’ll
ever leave you behind?”

“Not willingly, but you
won’t be able to stop them. Even if you could, there’s more going
on than we’ve discovered. Bendar told me earlier Dred’s in danger.
That means you, Raeth, Bendar, and Penton are also in danger. You
can’t protect me unless those we care about are safe.”

“You’re right. The rest of
us can disappear, but the trick will be springing Dred.”

“I know. Bendar and Penton
said Dred’s not actually in a coma. He’s fine, except for some
reason Gordon or someone’s keeping him in a drugged-induced coma.
We need to discover the truth and free him before we reach
headquarters.”

His arms tensed around me. “We’ve got
a big problem, sweetheart. I don’t like it. Though I’ve wanted to
join the rebels for years, I’ve gotta strange feeling about a lot
of things…and the crew.”

Rolling over, I rested my elbow on the
bed, my head on my hand. “So, what are we going to do?”

He settled on his back, laying his
head on his crossed arms behind him. “I wish I didn’t have these
doubts. We’ve been through so much, we need some downtime, and so
do our friends and family. If what Bendar’s said is true, and I
believe it is, we’re on our own…again. Once we free Dred and all of
us jump ship, we’ll figure out something. Between Dred’s gift and
our individual ones, plus the Triune power, they won’t be able to
touch us.”

I prayed he was right. Lying back, I
listened to the moans of the ship, trying not to worry about
tomorrow. “We’ll get through this. We’ve been through worse,” I
whispered, willing it to be true. My mind continued to race with
thoughts of my mother and father and the realization that a drugged
Dred lay in the infirmary, alone. “Hold me.”

He tucked me under his arm and kissed
my head. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” Here I
was, hoping our love would be sufficient. As the aroma of starched
sheets and Ryder’s mix of engine room, earth, and masculinity
worked its way into me, I relaxed and sighed. Right now, we needed
rest. Tomorrow, we’d deal with the truth and plan accordingly. Once
we docked, I’d either be thrown into prison or we’d be working with
the ENR as planned.

Ryder eased from my bed. “I’ll be
back. Right now, I’m gonna ditch Mart and the other guys and talk
to Bendar about Dred and plan our escape. I’ll return soon,” he
said. As Ryder straightened and approached the door, the gong
sounded.

A second later, the door slid open and
Scab peered in with a tentative smile. “Mart’s looking for ya,
Ryder. The captain’s ordered you to her before Mart erupts like one
of ’em underwater volcanos.”

“Thanks.” Ryder rubbed my
upper arm. “You okay?”

I nodded. “I’m fine.”

“Oh, an’ the captain wants
Semara on the bridge.”

My eyes narrowed. “I have tonight
off.”

Scab shrugged. “He wants ya there now,
an’ I don’t wanta come back here for ya.”

“Right.” I slid from the
bed. “I’ll be there as soon as I change.” At Ryder’s smile, I
grinned. “See you soon.”

“Count on it.” He reached
out and pulled me to him, then leaned in and whispered, “Don’t
worry. Everything will be set for tomorrow.”

His warm breath caressed my ear,
erupting goose bumps down my arms and I met his gaze. “Yes,
tomorrow.”

Scab rolled his eyes and left the room
with a mumbled, “Hurry up.”

I knew Scab wouldn’t tell on us. As
the bearer of that news, he would’ve suffered the brunt of Mart’s
wrath.

Ryder kissed my cheek, and once he
left with Scab in tow, I waited a few moments. I had no intension
of reporting to the bridge, at least not immediately.

After checking that the
corridor was clear, I raced to the stairwell that led down to the
infirmary. One way or another, I’d discover the truth about Dred
before we reached the ENR. I had to be careful though I was sure I
could get something out of the medics without them reporting me.
Not that it mattered. As soon as Dred awoke, Bendar could get us
all safely out of here. Just as with the queen’s ship, he knew
every nook and cranny of the Freedom.

Sliding along the cool banister, I
softened my step to avoid the loud clank of my boots. Two levels
below, I steadied my nerves, lifted my chin, and marched to the
infirmary.

“Ye questioning me?” Mart’s
voice boomed through the corridor.

I spun on my heel to leave.

“Why can’t we allow this
man to wake now? We’ll be at headquarters in the morning,” asked
the tenor voice of Thornton, a medic I’d ran into frequently while
visiting Dred.

Furious at the duplicity we’d endured,
I searched for something to hide behind. Kneeling between the wall
and medical cabinet, I settled in to spy. Bendar was right. They
had done something to keep him unconscious. Not that I ever doubted
him. A prickle of fear scratched at the back of my neck.

“It be exactly why I’ve
kept him under. Not lettin’ the captain ruin his career because of
some stupid, prissy princess.”

Prissy?
Really?

“And if the ENR council
doesn’t trust her, why should we?”

Thornton cleared his throat. “I see
your point, Ma’am.”

“Good. This man be a spy
for the queen. We know the queen has contacts with the
scavengers.”

“So, what’s going to happen
to him when we reach home? I thought Gordon was sending him to the
hospital.”

“He’ll be too distracted
tryin’ to save the princess he won’t notice the guards takin’ the
prisoner to the Tower.”

“The Tower?” A wobble in
Thornton’s voice suggested a stay in the Tower was anything but a
vacation.

“Yes, he be
interrogated—”

“You mean
tortured.”

“Whatever. Don’t matter how
we get intel that’ll help us beat that bitch of a queen. If’n we
don’t, she’ll own all of the east.” Mart’s heavy boots approached
the open doorway to the infirmary.

Just as I started to move, I heard
Mart turn back. “Do it, or me write you up for insubordination and
not obeyin’ a superior officer,” she barked.

A second later, her thundering stomps
faded into the distance. Leaning my head against the wall, I closed
my eyes. My mind reeled from her words. I had to do something.
Inform the others, yes. Get help, absolutely. We had to escape. Not
just soon but immediately.

Bendar was right. Under Mart’s order,
Dred had been drugged into a death-like sleep. Heat curled through
me at Mart’s declaration that Dred worked for the queen. He had
helped us escape, risking everything. No, there were many things I
was uncertain of, but Dred’s loyalty wasn’t one of them.

It’d be tricky getting out of here.
Thornton’s soft-soled shoes didn’t indicate where he stood. While,
I needed to find the others, stealth was required.

As I eased from my hiding place,
Thornton stood one meter away, brandishing a syringe.


Chapter Ten

 


 


Thornton’s gaze traveled along my face
and arms. I pressed my back to the cool brushed-gold surface of the
stairway, my pulse pounding in my neck.

No way I could bluff my way out, not
when I’d tucked myself between the medicine cabinet and wall.
Unless, he hadn’t seen me until now and thought I’d just arrived.
Willing any hint of fear from my voice, I smiled, stepped away from
the wall, and said, “Hi, Thornton. I’m here to see Dred before my
shift. Any change? I hope the doctors can help when we reach the
ENR tomorrow.”

Silence.

Thornton didn’t move. I’d swear he
didn’t even breathe.

“Everything okay?” I
asked.

“No, not
really.”

I pointed at the clear bronze tube
with the silver cap. “What’s that for?”

His right arm flexed as his fingers
curled around the capped syringe. “You heard us.” With a jerky
movement, he cut me off from the corridor. Then after quickly
scanning it, he approached me, the syringe at the ready.

My power heated to a raging boil at
his advance and I fought for control. If I had to melt that
syringe, it required calm to avoid melting the stairwell, if not
the entire ship.

“Relax. I’m not going to
hurt you.” Thornton’s tight grasp on my arm could have qualified as
a tourniquet as he dragged me fully into the infirmary. After
sliding the door shut and once again checking the entire room, he
placed the syringe on a small metal table near Dred’s
bed.

He scrubbed his grey-stubbled chin and
groaned. “I’m going to be hanged for this.”

I scanned the sterile room with its
metal beds. Dred’s dark skin and broad shoulders were a stark
contrast to the thin white sheets. He looked peaceful, but gaunt.
His muscled arms had atrophied to almost nothing. His once chiseled
face was sunken hallows.

Blinking back a flood of tears, I
stared up at the medic. “He looks bad, Thornton. Even if he wakes
up, he may not be able to walk…or even feed himself.”

Thornton’s harsh expression softened.
His silver hair had relaxed back into a straight line across his
forehead, instead of being arched like a cat hissing. “He’s been
unconscious for too long. As soon as he can move around, his
muscles will regenerate. Please, Semara, don’t worry.”

“Why?” The word slipped
from my lips before I could stop it. Not that it mattered. Thornton
knew I’d overheard Mart and his conversation. Thankfully, it
appeared his medical training held sway and doing harm was an
anathema to him. I hoped he felt the same toward me.

“Because, my brother was
sent to the Tower after the war started. Accused of conspiring
against the royal family, back when they were in power.”

I touched Dred’s warm hand, willing
him to wake up, but assumed the brass tube leading to his arm and
the tape at his elbow meant drugs kept him under. “The royal
family?”

“Before the Great War, the
monarchy was a symbol of our society. Don’t you know about how
Europe fell?”

“No. The only world I knew
is what the queen taught me aboard her ship. I didn’t even know the
ENR existed before I met Ryder and Raeth in the Mining Territory. I
thought all the other continents were covered with flesh eating
humans and wastelands.”

Thornton chuckled. “You’re not too far
off. There are cannibals between the ENR headquarters and Middle
Europe. Also, in large sections between HQ and Middle Europe, it’s
uninhabitable above ground.”

“Why?”

“The queen—your queen—used
chemical and biological weapons. However, there are other sectors
where people live. The pacific also has several sects of rebels.
China’s remained an ally to the queen. The queen…ha. What a joke.
She’d preached to our people that the monarchy had turned into a
dictatorship. That the king of the United Kingdom ruled with an
iron fist, killing any who disagreed with him. Now, she rules
almost all the world and makes the king look like a rank
amateur.”

More evidence that my aunt was a
master manipulator. Seemed I wasn’t the only one who fell for her
lies. I bit my lower lip. “I know the queen’s a slag, but could she
also have the Neumarian gift of persuasion?”

Thornton collapsed onto a stool.
“Never thought about it. But you may be right. That’d explain a
lot.” His gaze narrowed. “You’re not a spy for your mother, are
you?”

“No. And she’s not my
mother. She killed my mother, her sister, and kidnapped me.
Probably to force my dad’s hand.”

“I don’t know why, but I
believe you. I saw the queen’s brutality from the porthole. She was
trying to kill you. And your friends, too.” He pointed to the large
round window in the center of the infirmary’s outer
wall.

“Yes, she was.” Visions of
her tossing Bendar’s small body down the gangway flashed before me.
She’d threaten to kill Ryder, Raeth, and Penton. Even if I’d joined
her, her assassins lining the cliff, along with the general at her
side, would have murdered everyone.

“I can see it in your eyes.
The sorrow of a child betrayed by someone who’s supposed to love
them. I know how you feel. My father betrayed my brother. While the
old man conspired with the queen, he used his own son as a shield
to explain our losses,” Thornton’s voice wobbled. “My brother’s
eyes carried the same devastation yours do.”

I fought the urge to hug him, and tell
him I understood his loss.

“I can’t sit by and send
this man to the Tower if I have any doubt of his guilt. But I’m not
sure what I can do to help.” Thornton clasped his hands, resting
his elbows on his knees. “If only you had somewhere to go once we
reached the docking station.”

Docking
station?

“Is that at the ENR
headquarters?”

“No. Several years ago, the
queen bombed our piers and crippled the ENR fleet. Now, ships are
maintained a safe distance from the city. While the ENR operates
more in the open here, QEED rules.”

“Do you mean Queen’s
Eastern European District?”

“Yes, that’s
right.”

“I’d heard the term QEED
often onboard her ship. They worship the queen as a god with their
temples. Also, their ships supply the homeland as part of the end
of war treaty, correct?”

“Yes. But they’d throw off
her yoke of oppression if they could. QEED functioned as a front
while ENR secretly built their forces to fight for
freedom.”

“Thornton, isn’t there
anything we can do to save Dred? A place to hide, or a person you
trust who can vouch for our innocence? Perhaps if you spoke for
us.”

“Won’t work. No one’ll
listen to me.” He rolled his chair to a nearby table. “The docking
station is connected via the underground to the capital. From
there, the ENR has several locations in and outside the city. You
and your friend will report directly to the ENR council. But the
council can’t be trusted. It’s comprised of members from QEED and
the rebellion.”

He retrieved his halo pad and clicked
a few buttons. He pointed to a dot on his screen and traced a line
of green X’s to a cluster of raised boxes. “Here’s the city. You’ll
travel to the capital along the underground. It isn’t safe above
ground. Wasters, the ones you refer to as zombies, control the
area. There’s also a toxic blue haze.”

“Does the toxic haze cover
all of QEED and Middle Europe? Is Middle Europe part of the
QEED?”

“No to both. The haze
covers southern portions and a small part of Middle Europe.” He
pressed his pointer finger and thumb to the screen and flicked them
outward, away from each other, zooming in on a section across the
channel and coastline. “Here and here the haze has evaporated. It’s
mostly found south of the Arc.”

“The Arc?”

Thornton’s mouth pressed into a firm
line. “Yes. Middle Europe’s headquarters. But they are only one
step above the Wasters. They’re forced to survive by any means
necessary. Since they never caved to the queen’s rule, they’re cut
off from all trade. And with the toxic waste, the soil is too
contaminated to grow vegetation…” He shrugged. “They have
problems.”

“There has to be some way
we can convince the council to spare Dred.”

He shook his head. “Short of escaping,
I don’t see any hope of saving him.” Thornton tossed the halo pad
onto the table. “You’d better report for duty. If Mart sees you
down here, it won’t just be Dred who’s shipped to the Tower. Our
only hope is for me to revive him before we dock. If you can get
him out of here, great. Otherwise, I’ll try to convince Gordon that
Dred has information for the council. I think he’d listen.
Unfortunately, there’s no way I’ll have an opportunity to speak
with him. Mart’s keeping me isolated. That’s why I’m telling you
this. The captain trusts you. Convince him that Dred and you are
assets, not spies.”

“And if I
can’t?”

“Then you’ll be imprisoned
along with Dred in the Tower.”

A shiver rippled through my limbs.
“Then I’d better stop by Gordon’s office on the way to the bridge.
Let’s hope he believes Dred and my lives are worth saving.” I
turned to leave then paused. “Have you heard of a man called
Harrison?”

“Yes. Although, almost no
one’s seen him, he’s supposed to be the leader of the rebellion.
Why?”

“No reason.”

Pivoting, I hoofed it to the
stairwell, trotted up three levels, and jogged down the corridor to
the main hall before stopping in front of Gordon’s office.
Butterflies tickled my stomach. If nothing worked, I’d use Dad’s
name for protection.

As I raised my hand to knock, I
paused. First, I needed to talk to Ryder, Raeth, Bendar, and Penton
before I approached Gordon. Tell them everything I’d learned. Maybe
together, we’d come up with a plan to handle this without getting
ourselves imprisoned.

As I turned to head out and find
Bendar, I heard the door swish open and Gordon’s deep voice asked,
“Can I help you with something?”

“Um…well, I wanted to find
out if anything I said helped?” I already knew the answer, but it
was the only thing that popped into my head.

He leaned against the doorjamb as his
fingers brushed my arm. “I’m afraid not. It was a start, but
considering we’ve been ordered to dock in the morning, it doesn’t
seem likely you’ll remember anything of use beforehand. However,
I’m hoping to convince the council we’ve made progress and we’re
close to discovering the truth.”

“You mean, whether I’m a
spy or an ally?”

Gordon strolled to his tufted leather
chair and sat. “Yes.”

“What if I remembered
something else?” I was grasping for something, anything to get us
to safety.

Gordon’s eyes dilated for a second
then returned to normal. “Such as?”

Should I lie or should I reveal who my
dad was? Deciding Gordon would sense the lie and worrying about my
father’s safety, I shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

“What do you mean?”
Gordon’s eyebrow arched.

I searched for inspiration, anything
that would dangle a possibility in front of Gordon. “Well, you
remember that you said a Neumarian did this to me instead of the
neuro-alterer, or at least did something to me?”

“Yes.”

“Well, while I saw my
mother in the last vision and the queen in two of them, I’ve always
felt distant. A viewer, not a participant.” That was the truth, not
that it would help.

“As if you were someone
else?”

For a moment, I searched my mind to
produce a better explanation then shrugged again. “Yes, I think
so.”

Gordon shot up from his chair, a smile
spreading across his face. “I see. This does change
things.”

Arching an eyebrow, I responded in my
coolest princess voice, “It does?”

In two long strides, he grasped my
wrists. “Come, we must try once more. The Neumarian might be trying
to give you a message, but it’s hidden deeper. We need to push
harder, move forward. I’m sure the message is hidden in the
memories somewhere. Probably not at the beginning or the end, but
perhaps…” Gordon released me and paced the floor.

I didn’t want to see the queen again.
Now, if I connected with my father, then we’d have something.
Because deep in my bones, I felt my dad needed our help and time
was short.

As Gordon grabbed the metronome from
his bookcase, a flash of fear pierced my soul. How could I explain
I suspected my father was the Neumarian who’d not only placed the
blocks in my mind, but also the false memories? To do so would be
to admit I hadn’t told him everything from the last session, which
I hadn’t. For some reason, I’d held back that my father was
Harrison, the leader of the rebellion. And the fact that I had,
made me question Gordon and his crew.

“The images you saw were
significant, critical moments in one’s life. And through them,
we’ll uncover what the queen fears most.”

I searched my memories. “From my
experience, she isn’t frightened of anything.” I folded my arms
across my chest and wished Ryder was here. I didn’t want to face
this without him at my side.

With that thought, I froze then
suppressed my smile. “Captain, I’m more than willing to do this,
but I need Ryder here to help with my gift. Lately, just becoming
unnerved is enough for me to lose some control.”

Gordon’s smile returned. “If you feel
it’s necessary. But I’m certain we won’t need him.”

“Confident enough to risk
the ship?”

“Yes, but it won’t come to
that. What we need to discover is why the queen hates Neumarians.
Could it be your father, which we now know is a
Neumarian?”

Gordon started the metronome. Its
clicks echoed in the silence. My mind instantly settled. With the
exception of not salivating at the noise, I felt like one of those
trained Pavlovian dogs I’d read about during my
tutoring.

“Semara, let’s concentrate
on 2184, the year before the war began. Perhaps you’ll find a
thread to follow forward. Now, close your eyes and imagine your
mother pregnant with you.”

“How can I remember
something from before I was born and didn’t even
experience?”

Gordon’s rapid movements startled me,
the desperation in his expression putting me on guard. What had him
so frightened?

My head whirled, filled with images as
if traveling through a tunnel of someone’s life. My body slipped
into a coma-like state, while my consciousness rose to another
plane. A slit of light opened and I slipped into a pre-war world,
with wide windows overlooking brilliant skylines as a golden sun
shone onto cars and people below. The population moved in harmony
with a beautiful synchronization, no slave collars or guards in
sight. Sadness welled within me at the long, lost
paradise.

Initially, I thought I was seeing this
through my mother’s eyes. But the moment a twinge of love mixed
with hatred surged through me, I knew it was my aunt. A conflicting
array of emotions assaulted me. Yet in spite of Gordon’s help, I
couldn’t connect to her. What the captain suspected was true. There
was someone else’s consciousness in control. And he was awakening
my memories and gifts.

I hoped that if it was my father, he
would show me what I needed to know…and soon. We didn’t have a lot
of time.

The office emptied as the sun dropped
between buildings. “Night, Mandesa,” an older woman said as she
grabbed her coat to leave. “Won’t be much longer now. We’re getting
close to a cure.”

A cure? For
what?

“Yes, I’m sure we are.” My
aunt appeared as a young woman. Her lilting voice hadn’t yet
developed its recognizable raspy tone.

As I scanned the room, I caught a
glimpse of her hands straightening the papers on her desk. They
were both delicate and still human. Next to her little finger lay
an envelope addressed to Valderak Research.

A tall, slim, and handsome man passed
her office, and my connection followed. He sauntered into another
office and leaned against the doorjamb. Windblown white-blond hair
framed his bright blue eyes and accented his strong jaw.
“Sweetheart, it’s past time to leave.”

Lanena, my mother stood, holding her
engorged belly. “Mandesa’s still in her office.”

“That doesn’t mean you have
to stay all night, too.” He moved forward, turned her computer off,
and lifted her, holding her in his arms and nuzzling her neck. “I
can’t get enough of your scent.”

Laughing, my mother pushed against his
shoulder. “Put me down, Harrison. I don’t feel up to dealing with
more of Mandesa’s disapproval.”

“In a sec,” he said,
swooping in for a passionate kiss, the type lovers who knew each
other well shared.

“Lanena?”

Hearing Mandesa’s harsh tone, Harrison
held Lanena against him then, with a wink, slowly slid her down his
body as he took in Mandesa’s sneer.

Turning away from him, her aunt asked,
“How was your day, Lanena?”

Smiling, my mother’s hand caressed her
belly and she giggled. “Great, except this little girl loves to
kick. She’s a fighter.”

Harrison’s hand covered hers. “Of
course she is. She’s my daughter.” Kneeling before my mother, he
whispered to her belly, “And how’s my little girl
today?”

Within a blink of an eye, I felt my
aunt’s jealousy morph into hatred for my parents and me.

“We should go,” my dad
said, straightening. “Big fundraiser’s tonight, remember? With the
new investors you’ve rounded up, I know we’ll find a cure very
soon. If I’m right, it’ll cure not only what killed your mother due
to the strain of childbirth, but all genetic disorders.”

Sadness crept into Mandesa’s
expression at the mention of her mother but was quickly
suppressed.

“Mandi. Dad called. He’d
like to—”

“No! He disowned us. Now he
can deal with not seeing us or his granddaughter. Remember, you
swore he’d never come anywhere near us.” Mandesa’s shouted words
stabbed my mother’s heart.

Taking in my parents’
shock, Mandesa’s back became rigid. “I have too much work to leave.
You two go and enjoy yourselves.” For a split second, I caught a
glimpse of a child in the mirror hanging on the far wall.
A young boy? I thought.
But the reflection disappeared before I could fully see it. Yet, my
aunt hadn’t seemed to notice the image.

Was he the young boy, the Neumarian,
I’d spotted at Dad’s side on the hill? If so, were the past and
future melding? What was the message in the overlapping
times?

“Come on, Mandi. The lab
can spare you for a couple hours, and it’ll be a fun night. Given
the stress we’ve been under, we all could use a break,” Dad
said.

Mandesa shook her head. “No, thanks, I
have too much work.”

Lanena took my father’s hand. “Be
careful. Keep your ears and eyes open. Lately, too many strange
things have been happening. People whispering then stopping the
moment we enter the room.”

“You’re the ones who should
be careful,” Mandesa said so softly my parents didn’t
hear.

I wanted to shake them, and scream
that something bad was going to happen, but I couldn’t.

From a distance, I heard Gordon’s
voice calling to me. Shaking, I returned to the present. Even
knowing what was to come, I pitied Aunt Mandesa.

Pinching the bridge of my nose, I
found myself wondering when my parents had realized Mandesa was the
true danger facing the world.

No, not danger.

Evil.

Now, to figure out what and how much
to tell Gordon.


Chapter Eleven

 


 


I took several deep breaths, releasing
them slowly. My pulse receded to a tapping against my neck. “I saw
them. My parents and my mother’s sister.”

“Good. You’re getting
better at controlling your gift.” Gordon sat beside me and rubbed
my back. “Take it slow. Tell me what happened with your mother,
father, and her sister? Was your mom pregnant with you?”

You’re the ones who should
be careful.

Mandesa’s comment of potential danger
blasted through me. It seemed as if the words spoken long ago were
really a warning for me. At the very least, they reminded me not to
trust anyone outside my small circle of proven allies. Our lives
and the future of the rebellion depended upon how I handled
Gordon.

Give him just enough
information to keep us alive while not exposing my dad.
Hopefully, whatever I said would stall any action
he planned until Dred was alert and all of us could safely
escape.

“I’m sorry but there wasn’t
anything to help the rebellion. You already know the queen’s not my
mother.” Part of me enjoyed saying that out loud. Relief and the
weight of the last ten years lifted from my shoulders.

“You never know. Tell me
everything.”

I frowned and bit my lower
lip.

“Surely, you saw something.
Was there anyone else there?”

“No, just my
parents.”

“It’s okay. This proves
we’ve broken the Neumarian’s block and that I can send your mind to
the queen’s location in the past. We should try again after you’ve
had some rest. This time, we’ll focus on the queen’s strategic
plans after the war, for now, report to the bridge. You’re an hour
late for your shift.”

“But, what about the
ENR?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll send a
message to the council and hopefully receive a response by
morning.”

The last thing I wanted was to be on
the bridge. I needed to find Ryder and bring him up to date. Over
the past few hours, I’d learned critical intel. Unfortunately, I
couldn’t get anywhere near him while Mart was around. That left
Penton and Bendar.

With a nod, I stood, took two steps,
and stumbled.

Gordon jump from the sofa, reaching me
before my knees hit the floor. “Semara!” As he helped me upright, I
felt as if a hand had reached into my mind and fisted a piece of
information it wanted.

I shook my head. “This session took
more out of me than I thought. My mind feels…violated.”

Gordon’s smile arched into a
tooth-baring grin. “Violated? Interesting choice of words. I think
you’ve been talking to Ryder too much. There’s nothing to be
concerned about. Remember when we started, I warned you there could
be side effects. It’s probably more noticeable because of the
Neumarian’s block. It should get better in a few minutes. Will you
be okay?”

“Don’t worry. I’m able to
report for duty.”

“Good. After your shift,
we’ll talk about the next session.”

“Yes, sir.” With a nod, I
headed for the bridge.

A few minutes later, I checked my
emotions at the lift, stepped onto the bridge, and reported for
duty. Most were focused on their jobs. The rest were making
preparations for tomorrow’s docking. I acknowledged Raeth with a
nod then moved to my screen.

“Nice of ye royal highness
to finally arrive,” Mart snarled.

Great, how could I have forgotten that
she’d have command if the captain wasn’t on duty? My back
stiffened. I refused to appear disconcerted by her, especially
knowing what she’d done to Dred and her plans for me.

“Didn’t Captain Gordon
notify you he had me perform a mission for him?”
Oops, wrong thing to say.

Mart’s face went white then flushed.
Mart might try to throw me in the Tower later, but for now she
couldn’t touch me.

“Get to work,” she snapped.
Pivoting, she strode toward Raeth.

Before Mart reached Raeth, the
scanner’s orange warning light flashed, indicating an unknown
object approached. With the alert, we moved into silent-running
mode. Covers sealed all portholes, a red light lit the ship, and
all unnecessary work ceased. I automatically hunched my back, and
cupped the sides of the view finder, blocking my peripheral
vision.

“Report,” Mart ordered, her
voice barely a whisper.

A dark shadow or large vessel blocked
the entire finder. “It’s too large to make it out.”

Hands fisted at her side, Mart faced
the front. “Screen,” she hissed.

I hit the bronze screen button. A view
of the ocean floor blanketed in darkness covered the large monitor
at the front of the bridge. A shadow crossed in front of us, so
close I thought our ships would scrape one another, sending us both
to the bottom. Everyone remained still, transfixed on the sight in
front of them. If it was a Kantian ship, it was too late to escape.
And, based upon the size of the vessel, it had plenty of fire
power.

“Prekleto srednji prst
ladja,” Mart murmured.

Great, she’d given orders in ancient
Neumarian. I’d tried to learn it, but it’d been a hard slog and had
moved down on my priority list.

“Sorry, I don’t understand
ancient Neumarian.” As soon as the words left my mouth, I spotted
an emblem pass by—a triangle with the letters ME.

I pointed at the swirly, yet thick
letters on the ship’s hull. “Mart, look.”

“I see it. Hail the ship,”
she ordered.

“Hail them?”

Mart strode to my console, towering
over me with a scowl. “If ye knew your job, ye would’ve recognized
it was an ENR ship from Middle Europe. Yes, they be rowdy,
obnoxious, drunken characters, but they’re allies.”

I cancelled the silent-running alert,
lowered a bronze lever, and turned the dial. A loud whistle hailed.
An answering ping flashed on my monitor. “They’ll be on display
momentarily.” I opened a communication channel.

Mart marched to the center of the
bridge and waited for the screen to shift from an ocean view to the
commanding officer of the other ship.

As the view cleared, I saw a
dark-haired man with a tailored beard fill the screen. Dark blue
material, stretched tight between six bronze buttons, lined each
side of his chest. “Mademoiselle Mart, I see your little boat is
crawling along the ocean floor like any other bottom
feeder.”

Mart stood straight, hands clasped
behind her back. “While ‘tis always a pleasure to see ye, Captain
Paulson, I’m surprised ye be in Upper European waters. Has
something happened? Do ye need a tow?”

“Ha. Unlikely that tin can
of yours could tow a child’s toy, let alone the most
technologically advanced S class ship in the fleet.” Paulson’s gaze
roamed the bridge and settled on Raeth, then me. “So, the rumors
are true.”

Mart didn’t take her eyes from the
image of the man in front of her. “I ask again, do ye seek our
assistance?”

“Assistance? From you? Ha.”
Paulson’s eyes didn’t move from me.

My hand dampened, and I moved it to
the view finder, while remaining still under his scrutiny. I’d had
a lot of practice showing no reaction as a princess when I
addressed the council.

“The princess looks nothing
like what I expected.”

“And ye look nothing like a
captain of Middle Europe’s newest ship,” Mart said with a sweet
smile curving her lips.

Mart’s retort and animation surprised
me. Not that I showed it as I stood in silence. That deep twinge of
warning, the one which made me feel like there was more going on
then I understood, rippled through me.

Captain Paulson gave a small bow.
“It’s a pleasure, Princess Semara.” He turned to stare at Mart.
“I’ll need to speak with Captain Mortison.”

“He won’t be speaking with
ye just now,” Mart said.

“Why not? Is
he…indisposed?” Paulson drew snickers from a few of the men behind
him.

With a simple slice of her
hand, Mart silenced them. “Sadly, Captain Mortison gave his life to
save the princess.”

Sorrow filled me. Another life lost to
save mine. With each new event, it became more important that Ryder
and I, and our comrades, put together an escape plan.

“I see.” Captain Paulson
remained stoic. “Then I’ll speak to your next in
command.”

“Standby, I’ll hail Captain
Gordon.”

“Gordon? He’s captain now?
That makes you what? First mate?”

“Do ye have a problem with
me position here?”

Paulson’s gaze skimmed Mart’s body.
“No, I’ve never had a problem with your position.”

“Don’t think yer charms
will work on me. Devil’s Dockside was a long time ago. It won’t
work on me now.” Out of sight of the screen, Mart motioned for me
to turn off the communication.

I rotated the knob and terminated the
connection. By the look on Mart’s face, she was none too happy to
see Captain Paulson from Middle Europe.

Mart flipped her coat tails back and
hot-footed to my side. “Move.” She flicked the switch and a red
light glowed on the console. “Captain Gordon, report to the
bridge.” She snapped off the comm and paced.

I cleared my throat. From
two consoles away, Raeth turned to face me. With a quick glance to
make sure Mart was still fuming in her own world, I mouthed to
Raeth, Need to talk.

She nodded, but we both knew there was
no escaping at the moment. Also, we wanted to see what Captain
Paulson sought. And I feared it was me.

Moments later, Captain Gordon charged
onto the bridge. His attention fixed on the massive Middle Europe
ship slithering by us, his jaw tightened. With a grimace, he
straightened his uniform and nodded to me. “On screen.”

Once again, I touched the button and
Captain Paulson filled our screen with a broad smile, one that
seemed too large for the display. “Congratulations on your
advancement, Captain Gordon. Too bad so many people had to die for
you to achieve it.”

“How may I assist you,
Captain Paulson?” Gordon’s face remained blank, not a twitch to
give an indication of his thoughts.

“We’ve heard that the
council is…not as receptive to meeting the princess as Middle
Europe. I believe it would be in all our best interest if we
escorted Princess Semara to safe harbor in Middle
Europe.”

“If you desire to change my
orders, bring it up with the council, not me.”

“I understand your orders.
However, ME believes Princess Semara and her companions would
prefer our hospitality over your Tower. You could always say we
forced you, threatened to blow your ship out of existence if you
didn’t relinquish her.”

Only my training allowed me to bite
back my gasp at his threat.

Gordon glanced at Raeth then me.
“Don’t worry. They won’t attack,” he said. “The most threat they
cause is a bunch of swooning language and hot air.”

“Ah, you speak of my
heritage. We are such great lovers. Right, Mart?”

Mart stunned me with her control. She
stood at attention behind Gordon and didn’t bat an eye or respond
in any other discernible way to his comment.

“You have our answer. We
dock in the morning. Stop making threats you can’t carry out. Short
of killing everyone onboard, there’s no way to remove Princess
Semara. Middle Europe doesn’t need the incident it would create or
the loss of supplies from us it would cost your realm.”

“Yes, well, we’ll be
rectifying that soon enough.” Captain Paulson nodded to his left
and the connection severed.

The bridge remained still until the
Middle Europe ship moved off, leaving only bubbles in its
wake.

“How did they learn
Princess Semara’s onboard?” Mart growled, stalking from the bridge.
At her venomous glare, crew scattered.

Captain Gordon started to follow her,
then paused and looked back at us. “Raeth, you have the
bridge.”

“Yes, s-sir.” She rose from
her stool, clanged over to the captain’s chair, and sat.

Hands shaking, I remained at my
station, my mind racing. How did they know I was aboard? Why did
they want my friends and me? Worse, had Paulson’s arrival made it
more difficult for us to safely slip away from Upper Europe’s
council?

The next five hours passed without
incident, if you didn’t count my twitching at every beep, creak, or
gong. When my shift relief finally arrived, I bolted to the mess
hall, almost leveling several people.

Even before Paulson’s arrival, Dred’s
and my time was short. Now, it was even more so. I had to find
Ryder and Bendar. They needed to know everything I’d discovered.
While not being the queen’s daughter might be important, the news
about Dred and the Tower was critical. And then there was Paulson’s
demand.

Upon entering the mess hall, the smell
of boiled cabbage and mystery meat stopped me cold. I swallowed the
acid inching up my throat and scanned the room. Great. It swarmed
with people getting food and beverages or occupying tables,
chatting with friends and co-workers.

Once I spotted Bendar, almost hidden
in the back corner, I exhaled.

“Hi, beautiful.” Ryder’s
voice caressed my ear while his hand pressed to the small of my
back. “Miss me?”

“More than you can
imagine.” I wanted to fling my arms around him and have him hold me
for hours. But it wasn’t an option. Instead, I grabbed his hand and
tugged him toward Bendar.

“Wait. We haven’t gotten
our food yet,” he half-heartedly protested.

“Later. You and Bendar have
to hear what I’ve learned. And I don’t know how much time we’ll get
alone.”

As we neared Bendar, his rust-colored
beard twitched. “Heard about your big day, Semara.”

I didn’t bother asking how he knew.
Over the years, I’d learned if anything happened to me, he’d
discover it almost instantly. “Which event? Dred? The Tower? The
queen? Or the Middle Europe ship?”

Bendar’s eyebrows rose. “Middle Europe
ship and Dred know. What about mother?”

A lump rose in my throat.

Ryder flung his leg over the stool and
sat by my side, Bendar across the table from us. “First, bring me
up to speed. What’s this about a Middle Europe ship?”

“Captain of Middle Europe
ship want Semara. Threatened blow us up,” Bendar said.

“What?” At Ryder’s raised
voice, several guards directed their attention our way.

I flashed them a knowing smile,
letting them think I’d just given Ryder news no young, unmarried
man wants. “Settle down or the guards will come over,” I whispered.
“Captain Gordon refused to turn me over. Captain Paulson of the
Middle Europe vessel threatened to blow us up. Don’t worry, it was
a bluff. But I did learn that ME is supplied by the
ENR.”

Ryder rubbed his temple. “Back-up,
Semara. Bluff or not, that was a mighty big threat.” He looked at
the all-knowing Bendar. “You know why they want Semara? Why the ME
captain risked losin’ their supply of weapons and ammo?”

I shivered at the chilling air. If
this news, which was resolved, had set off his gift, how would he
take the news of Dred, me, and the Tower?

Observing his tense brow, I
realized he needed to refuel. While Bendar and Ryder discussed how
the rebellion and loyalty to it differed throughout Europe, I slid
away to get him some food. Spotting Penton with a tray and Raeth at
his side with hers, I jerked my head toward Ryder and
mouthed, we need to talk.

Both of them nodded and moved toward
our table. Penton might be young, but he’d never let anything
happen to Raeth. Seeing the way her smile lit her face, warmed my
heart. If anyone deserved happiness, it was her.

Grabbing two trays full of food, I
returned to the others. Seeing Penton slide his hand onto Raeth’s,
a burst of hope washed through me. With both of their eyes fixed on
Ryder, I planted a kiss on his cheek and winked at Raeth, willing
her to do the same to Penton. Her eyes widened. She shook her head
and shoved a forkful of food into her mouth.

Coward. How could a girl who’d face
spiderats, sermechtapedes, being captured and nearly executed not
stand up to her brother? Then again, this was Ryder. I was lucky.
He was my boyfriend, not my brother, although that came with an
entirely different set of issues.

Sighing, I checked the large bronze
clock on the far wall. If I didn’t say something now, it would tick
away our few stolen minutes together.

“I need to share some
things and we don’t have much time, so just listen.”

Ryder’s hand froze midair, his fork
full of cabbage. “What is it?”

“No matter what I say, keep
eating. We can’t alert the guards.”

Ryder nodded and scooped more food on
his fork. His eyes darted to the guards and back to his
food.

“I visited Dred earlier.
When I entered the infirmary, Mart was inside talking to the medic,
Thornton, and I hid between the medicine cabinet and
wall.”

Ryder swallowed. “Semara. I know how
you feel about Mart—”

Bendar edged forward on his stool.
“Semara, continue.”

“You were right about Dred.
His brain isn’t damaged. He’s been drugged. I heard Mart order
Thornton to continue drugging Dred so he wouldn’t be a problem when
they imprisoned him and me.”

Raeth took in a quick breath. “Are you
s-sure?”

“Absolutely sure. There’s
more. When Mart left, Thornton caught me.”

Bendar clasped my hand. “You
okay?”

“Yes. Thornton hasn’t given
Dred the drug. He’s hopeful Dred’ll come to before we dock and he’s
locked up in a place they call the Tower.”

Penton shook his head. “I’ve heard of
that hellhole. No one’s ever left it alive.”

Ryder grasped my hand. “Are you
positive, Semara?”

I knew he believed me, but his hope of
the rebels being our saviors had just taken a hit. I knew how he
felt. The truth had broken my heart, too.

Penton pushed his tray to the side.
“Why would Thornton betray Mart?”

“Thornton’s brother was
sent to the Tower toward the end of the war. He was innocent. He’s
offered to help save Dred. But except for not drugging him,
Thornton can’t do anything else. There has to be something we can
do.”

“Can’t we tell Gordon?”
Penton asked.

“No. Mart’ll learn Thornton
didn’t follow orders, and he’ll join Dred and me in the
Tower.”

Ryder rapped his fingertips on the
table. “I’ve spent a lot of time building relationships with
soldiers onboard. If we betray Gordon, they’ll never help
us.”

“Yes, not good.” Bendar bit
his bottom lip. “Must think other plan.”

Raeth eyed the clock. Time was always
our enemy. “Can we get him s-some place s-safe when we
dock?”

“According to Thornton,
there isn’t anywhere safe to go. The closest place to find
sanctuary is in Middle Europe. We’d have to cross terrain full of
crazy people and toxic blue haze. Neither sounds great to me.” My
head down, I muttered, “I wish Mags were here.”

Ryder rubbed the back of my neck.
“Don’t worry, we’ll make it back to Old Chicago someday and see our
homemade-bomb-flinging, crazy lady take on more
assassins.”

I appreciated Ryder’s attempt to
lighten the mood. Unfortunately, I hadn’t gotten to half of what
they needed to learn.

Raeth worried her bottom lip. “Okay,
s-so our only option is to cross crazy country to M-Middle Europe.
M-maybe that captain can help us. He wanted S-Semara
bad.”

Bendar ran his fork through the
vegetable mash. “Only chance to convince Gordon. Not share how or
why.”

“If only Dred had
information to help the rebellion we could take to the council,”
Penton said.

“Wait, that’s it.” They
didn’t know what I remembered. “I had a breakthrough with Gordon on
my memories. I’m not the princess.” The excitement inside boiled to
the surface. I couldn’t suppress the grin tugging my lips nearly to
my ears. “The queen isn’t my mother. I’m her sister, Lanena’s,
child. And the queen murdered her.”

Bendar shot an arched brow, worrisome
look at Ryder.

“I’m not crazy. I went to
Gordon again after I spoke to Thornton. Gordon said if we dug
deeper, we might discover something that would keep the council
from imprisoning me.”

I shrank from Ryder’s
scowl.

“You went
alone?”

“Don’t worry. I didn’t
endanger the ship…this time.” I couldn’t help but feel proud of
controlling my emotions and mastering my gift. “I actually didn’t
remember anything useful. I only saw my mom pregnant with me, my
dad by her side, and the queen planning something hideous. I think
a child put the block on me, but I’m not sure why. I caught a
glimpse of him. I wish I had more. Gordon says he’s going to fight
to keep me out of prison, though.”

“Why do they want to
imprison you?” Clutching Raeth’s hand, Penton frowned. “You’re part
of the Triune, the one chance the world has to win against your
mother…sorry, the queen.”

Raeth boldly covered Penton’s hand.
“Th-they don’t know about the p-prophecy or don’t
believe.”

Resting upon the table, Ryder’s
fingers curled into white-knuckled fists. “This all doesn’t make
sense. If the council wants to take down the queen, they’d welcome
us.”

I stroked his thigh, sending heat to
counter the increasing cold. “Unless they don’t want to defeat the
queen.” We sat silent for a moment, each of us trying to figure out
the truth. “Gordon’s worked hard to help me remember something,
anything, so I’ll be a viable asset to the cause.”

When Ryder murmured, “Maybe too hard,”
alarms pealed in my head.

Bendar cleared his throat, hopped
down, walked around the table, then stood between Ryder and me. The
pity in his brown eyes spoke volumes.

Apprehension tightened my shoulders.
“What is it?”

“Much more to story. But
Father want to tell. Rejoin you someday soon.”

“How do you know what my
father wants?”

Bendar bowed his head. “I was there.
Boy in your dreams. Always been with you.”


Chapter Twelve

 


 


As I wiped the sleep from my eyes, I
strode from my room. All night, I’d tossed and turned reviewing our
plan. Ryder made me promise not to take any midnight walks. We
couldn’t afford for one of us to be thrown in the brig. If that
happened, our plan would never work.

One of my earliest memories was to
honor my word. A promise was sacrosanct and never to be broken. And
Ryder knew that, too, especially when all I wanted to do was grill
Bendar and discover the truth. I thought he’d been with me since my
arrival on the queen’s ship. Now, I knew he’d watched over me since
I was born. He’d sworn he would explain everything once we escaped
Upper Europe’s council. I hoped I was wrong, but I feared I
wouldn’t last that long.

A medic gave a quick nod and continued
by me.

Had he noticed Dred wasn’t fully
unconscious? No, he couldn’t have. If he had, an alarm would have
been raised and Thornton would be in the brig. I splayed my fingers
then fisted them, trying to stop the shaking.

A tapping of metal tipped shoes warned
me of Captain Gordon’s approach, then he paused before me. “You
look exhausted.”

“Thanks.”

“What happened? I told you
to miss our session and get some sleep. Obviously that didn’t
happen. Nightmares again?”

I swallowed hard. “No. The fear of
what’ll happen to my friends and me when we dock today.”

Gordon’s fingers circled my wrist,
holding me prisoner, unable to move. “Semara, I’ve promised I’d
convince the council of your value and I have. You’ve nothing to
worry about. You’ll be going straight to the city. As you wanted,
you’ll be working with them to plan strategies for us to gain our
independence and ultimately free your people, too.”

How I longed to believe
him.

“Ryder will be by your side
also. They’ve asked to speak to him. They were impressed with what
he’s accomplished, not only in keeping you alive but while here.
That he’s a runaway slave and accomplished all this surprised them
even more.”

If he spoke the truth that meant our
escape plans needed to change. But could I trust him?

No. More than ever my skin crawled at
his touch and my techno implant buzzed an alert.

Entering the lift, I took several
deep, calming breaths. The doors opened onto the bridge. Officers
and crew were busily pushing buttons, reading reports, and
scanning…

Wait. I could scan the docks as we
approached. While I wanted to believe Gordon spoke the truth, the
survivalist inside screamed to double check.

“Excuse me, sir.” I bolted
to my station, relieving the man from the previous
shift.

Mart scowled as I passed. “Now she
wants to do her job.”

For once, the desire to engage in
trivial banter didn’t surface. Swiveling my chair to face the
viewfinder, I discretely bypassed the connection from it to the
screen and displayed a direct view of the ocean. Glancing up from
the coordinates inputted, I directed the scan to the
docks.

“Approaching land. All
personnel to their stations,” Captain Gordon’s voice boomed over
the speakers.

A lieutenant reviewed reports with
Mart, her attention diverted for the few moments I needed. I leaned
over and scanned ahead, rotating the large knob on the side to
amplify the distant blur. After a few clicks, I saw the underground
docks.

“What are you doing?” Mart
snapped.

I willed myself to sit up straight and
face my accuser. At seeing her chastising the lieutenant instead, I
clicked the knob a few more times to zoom in further.

As Mart finished with the lieutenant,
I minimized the screen, showing the original one, and busied myself
with typing reports on my halo pad. She brushed passed and hovered
over the station a level back. Unable to turn and observe her
without drawing attention, I continued with my report, willing her
to once again move to the front of the bridge.

Scab spun from his station to face the
center of the bridge, the blue streaks in his hair appearing a dark
green under the bridge lights. “Captain Gordon, we’re being
hailed.”

“Mart, join me,” Gordon
ordered as he settled in his chair. “Put it on screen.”

Once all the connections were properly
secure, I pressed the large gold button and a dock worker came on
screen.

I lowered my eyes to the bronze circle
eyepiece and held the side of the viewfinder, blinking as I turned
the focusing knob a few clicks. Then with small covert movements, I
swiveled the joy stick until the focal point rested on the docks. A
legion of men in uniform stood, weapons ready.

I swallowed my gasp, but couldn’t stop
my stumble fast enough and knocked my halo pad to the ground.
Freezing, I glanced around me. Everyone on the bridge now faced me,
even the dark-haired man in a dock hat on screen.

No words formed on my lips. Shock and
terror at the army waiting for our arrival left me mute. With a
silent, jerky nod, I forced myself to blush and quickly retrieved
my pad.

“Nevende dekel,” Mart
mumbled and redirected her attention to the screen.

I settled onto my stool as
if nothing was wrong and took a deep breath. With everyone’s
attention back on the screen, I stole another glance through the
viewfinder. Three lines of men, twenty per row, weapons both
holstered on hips and clasped at their chests. I was right. It
wasn’t a welcoming party. And much as I’d like to believe it was
for safety reasons due to the Middle Europe’s captain making a
threat against the Freedom, I knew better.

“Semara,” Captain Gordon
called. “What are you doing?”

“Just working on my
report,” I said. A glance at the screen told me the connection had
been terminated. Obviously, I hadn’t heard his initial
address.

“You’re
relieved.”

“Sir?”

“You’re relieved.” He
motioned forward the young sailor standing at the back of the
bridge with his hands clasped behind his back.

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s not necessary.” I
slid my fingers up the console without looking and felt for the
switch to flip the view back to normal.

“I gave an order, Semara.
Go to your quarters.” His cold, distant gaze extinguished my last
lingering hope I’d been wrong. “Or do you need an armed
escort?”

“Armed escort?” I asked, my
voice weak and barely audible to my ears.

“When we dock in less than
an hour, you’re to meet the council.”

Right, like I really
believe that.

Mart stomped toward me with a pierced
eyebrow arching. “Ye up to something.”

Reaching for my halo pad, I moved the
joy stick. Without a word, I stood.

Mart leaned over the viewfinder then
straightened, her glare searching for the truth in my
eyes.

She saw it. Contempt.

“Yes, sir. I’ll be ready
when we dock.” Pivoting and with shoulders back, I strode to the
lift. As Mart and the captain watched, I hit the button to the
quarters deck. Once the doors slid shut, I pressed the button for
the engine room.

My stomach floated. After a pause on
my quarter’s floor, the lift traveled to the depths of the ship.
I’d only been on the engine room level once and hadn’t wanted to
ever return. But Ryder needed to know what I’d just discovered. Our
escape, heck, all our lives depended upon it.

The doors slid open and I stared at a
room much larger than I’d remembered. A labyrinth of brushed
silver, bronze, and gold tubes lined the walls and panels in the
center of the room. Men stood on gangways touching halo pads and
adjusting gauges, levers, and dials.

I exited the lift and ducked behind a
massive corrugated pipe that ran the length of the long room.
Tiptoeing, I moved along the gangway. Muffled voices filtered
through the sound of grinding gears shifting. All I knew about
engines was they were so loud it was impossible to distinguish who
was talking. After two turns, I came to a three-way branch in the
gangway. To the left, a large group of men hovered over a screen,
casting white light onto their faces. Ahead, steam blocked my view.
To the right, I spotted a couple of men. Staring at my halo pad, I
walked forward through the mist, praying Bendar would pop out of a
hatch as he did when I was a child on the queen’s ship or I’d come
upon Ryder.

“Hey, you,” a man yelled
over the hum of the tube at my side.

I turned and faced the man, his hair
plastered to his face from mist and sweat. Tools hung from the
large belt wrapped around his waist as he shuffled toward me. He
pressed his gloved hands together and stopped a few paces away. His
eyes narrowed. “You’re Ryder’s girl, aren’t ya?”

I scanned his features and thought I
recalled Ryder describing a friend with a scar down his right
cheek. “Harold?”

His eyes lit as if he’d just met a
long lost relative. Then his expression morphed into fear as he
scanned behind and in front of us. “Whatcha doin’ down here,
luv?”

“I need to find Ryder or
Bendar. It’s urgent. Please, can you help me?”

He swiped the dripping sweat from his
forehead with the back of his glove. “I can’t take ya to him. Too
many people ’round and ya not supposed to be down here. I’ll take a
message to him though.”

I didn’t have a choice. I had to trust
he was truly Ryder’s friend. “Ryder said you’d help us. We’re going
to need it sooner than we thought. And I have to hide
now.”

“I promised him I would.
Not fair about the prison thing and all. Ya have friends of the
Triune on this ship. We wants to help ya.”

“Thank you. There are sixty
plus men with loaded weapons waiting on the docks. With that kind
of fire power, we can’t escape as arranged without hurting others.
We need a new plan.”

Grim faced, he nodded. “Meet in the
mess hall. Won’t be pretty, but I think I’ve gotcha a way off.
Scoot now, before ya caught.”

I leapt and hugged him
tight. Maybe it wasn’t the smartest move considering Harold smelled
as if he hadn’t showered since Freedom left port in the UK. But I
didn’t care. I’d just discovered Ryder was right. We not only had
friends, allies, aboard ship, but because of them, we might
survive.

“Ah, shucks. Ya make me
blush. Now, get on.” He shuffled to the three way fork and waved me
forward. I hoofed it to the lift and headed for the infirmary
level.

Whatever Harold could do for us, it
had to be better than being met by a platoon of armed
men.

A few minutes later, I found Thornton
with two medics. “Sorry to interrupt, Lieutenant Thornton. I’m not
feeling my best and Captain Gordon thought you might be able to
help before we dock.”

Unable to stop myself, my gaze scanned
the room searching for Dred. He wasn’t there. As Thornton
approached, his brows arched in warning, and I swallowed
hard.

“Why’re you really here?”
His whispered tone was harsh as he held a medi-scanner to my
forehead.

“Change of plans. We can’t
go through the armory. There’s a squad of armed men waiting on the
docks.”

“Dred’s already in the
cargo hold. What are you going to do?” Thornton placed the scanner
down. “Your blood vessels are dilated. Are you suffering from a
headache?”

“Yes. It’s blinding.
Captain Gordon said you might have something for it.”

No sooner did I say Gordon’s name,
then the two medics seemed to lose interest in me and returned to
packing crates with empty supply boxes and soiled
bedding.

“Don’t know the exact plan
yet, but we have some help. Keep Dred where he is. Mart wanted him
there anyway, so it shouldn’t draw attention. Make sure he’s in the
box labeled infirmary waste.”

“He is. He’s also alert. Be
sure you succeed. If the council doesn’t trust you now, then if
they catch you making a run for it, they’ll send you directly to
the Tower.”

I nodded at his warning. Both of us
knew that even if I stayed, I’d never see the council.

Thornton handed me a small canister.
“Take this and get some rest, young lady.”

I nodded then sauntered from the room.
After a few steps, I bolted to my quarters. I shredded my mattress
ticking and used it to make a body, then covered it with my thin
blanket. After grabbing the three ration bags we’d managed to put
together with the help of Bendar’s special skills of infiltrating
small spaces, I turned off the light and eased out of my
room.

With purposeful steps, I made my way
through the crowded halls to the back ladder that led up to the
next level. A smile broke free as I remembered how this secret spot
was discovered. Raeth and Penton had found it when trying to find a
place Ryder wouldn’t interrupt them.

I poked my head through and discovered
Penton in the corner running inventory on his halo pad. “Thank
goodness. I had to find you. We need to get Raeth and get to the
mess hall.”

“That’s not—”

“Change in plan. Heavily
armed men are waiting for us on the docks. We need a new escape
route. I’m not sure you know Ryder’s friend, Harold, but he and his
friends believe in the Triune. He’s said he’ll help us.”

Penton’s thin arms reached behind one
of the gun cases and freed his ration bag. “Okay, let’s
go.”

“Docking in five minutes.
All personnel ready for docking,” Marts voice boomed over the
speakers.

I fought the desperate need to escape
the ship fast and without a plan. Instead, I shoved my fear deep
inside and slid down the ladder. Penton followed and took the lead,
occasionally raising his hand for me to stop. Each time, his Triune
tattoo peeked out from under his sleeve. He was a good guy. I hoped
when this was all over Raeth and he would find
happiness.

We hid in the corner of one hall
waiting for guards to pass for several minutes.

“Relax. Don’t want to leave
a trail to follow.” Penton pointed to the wall behind me. Melted
silver goo slid down the wall and sweat from the heat I’d generated
stained the back of his jumpsuit.

“Understood.”

Penton grabbed my hand and we bolted
halfway down the hall with me taking two steps for each one his
long legs took.

As we turned the corner, I slammed
into Ryder’s chest.

He scooped me into his arms. “Hey.
Mighty worried about you after I heard the news.”

I slid down his front. My boots barely
touched the ground before he grabbed my hand and rushed to the mess
hall. “I’m fine, but I sure hope Harold has a workable, if not,
stellar idea.”

Bendar jumped down from the stool.
“Good see you.” For the first time, I didn’t see a sweet,
comforting expression, but one that held fear. His eyes were wide
and his mouth tight and thin.

I squeezed his shoulder, offering him
comfort the way he’d always given it to me. He rewarded me with his
infamous grin, the one that melted hearts everywhere. “It’s good to
see you, too.”

Raeth’s clunked a few steps behind us.
“What’s the plan?”

One side of Ryder’s mouth quirked up.
“Not a good one. Mighty unhappy about hiding in a box
again.”

As he rubbed the back of his neck, I
knew he recalled the time we hid in the trunks from Ralona’s house
to board the train to Acadia East.

My stomach tightened at the thought of
Ryder suffering in a confined space like that again. “Hopefully,
they’re larger.” Everyone knew what I referred to. Even Bendar had
heard the tale.

His jaw tightened. “Doesn’t matter if
it works. Be right back.” He strode through the doors at the back
of the mess hall and retuned with Harold and one of the
cooks.

Harold tipped his hat to Raeth and me
then shook Bendar’s and Penton’s hands. “It’s a pleasure to meet ya
all in person. Been hearin’ such tales about ya.”

Raeth smiled. “Th-thank you for
t-taking s-such a great risk helping us.”

“No worries. Tis wrong
sendin’ Princess Semara ta the Tower. Wrong ta send anyone.” Harold
removed his hat and crunched it between his hands. “This here’s me
friend. He says he’ll hide ya in the kitchen supply containers and
roll ya right on out past the guards.”

“It won’t work,” Captain
Gordon’s baritone voice echoed through the empty mess
hall.

We all swung about. Ryder shoved me
behind him. Penton stepped in front of Raeth.

“Those soldiers on the dock
are there to search every container that leaves this ship. Their
sole purpose is to make sure you don’t escape.”


Chapter Thirteen

 


 


The mess hall worker retreated to his
station. Harold crumpled his hat tighter, leaving it in a mash of
cloth.

Bendar tossed his ration bag on the
table then hopped on a stool to face Gordon eye to eye. “Make big
mistake. Triune save everyone. You no man of word.”

I’d never seen Bendar fired up before.
He usually slid between small spaces and made fools out of the
queen’s guards. Standing face to face with someone was
new.

“You mistake me for a
traitor to my people. The council does not believe in the Triune.
It’s a myth to them,” Gordon said.

At his blank expression, heat raced
from my scalp to my toes. I maneuvered between Penton and Ryder,
only to be stopped when Ryder’s hand clasped mine, keeping me close
to his side. “What exactly do you mean, Captain Gordon?”

“When Raeth left her post
on the bridge early, it drew my attention. She’s never left her
post and has always conducted herself with perfect conduct. Then I
remembered your erratic behavior. I went to your station and
discovered the guards on the docks. Prior to that, I had no
knowledge of the council’s plans. I was told you were to be
welcomed to Upper Europe.”

“And we’re to believe you?
Like the council, you don’t believe in the Triune,” I snarled as
the walls of the mess hall softened and the air boiled.

A countering chill filled
the room. “Lažnivec!”

Penton tucked Raeth into his side, she
barely reached his chest, but he kept a protective arm around her.
“Maybe we should hear him out.”

Harold cleared his throat from behind
me. “Ya don’t have much of a choice.”

Ryder’s focus remained on Gordon,
ready to take him and the entire crew down at any cost. Perhaps a
few months ago, he would have already drained the life from him.
Now, he hesitated and it could cost us our lives before we were
even taken off the ship.

Ryder’s grip tightened on my hand.
When I winced, his grasped loosened. “Talk.”

“I’m here to help. Just
know there’s no way you could’ve exited the ship in any type of
cargo. They’re all being searched.”

Dred? I wanted to say something but bit my tongue.

“Want us to give ourselves
up? Make your job easier?” Ryder said in an accusatory
tone.

“No.” Gordon approached the
mess hall doors. “Harold, report to your station. You witnessed
nothing here.”

Harold sidled past us, then halted and
glanced at us as if seeking our permission.

I nodded.

“Go ahead. Thanks,” Ryder
murmured.

After Harold cleared the doorway,
Gordon slid the door shut, removed a key from his pocket, and
turned it, trapping us in the mess hall. “We’re on lockdown.” He
walked to the wall and turned the bronze key in the controller. The
click echoed the finality of our situation.

“So, your idea of support
is to lock us in until the guards come?” I asked.

Gordon’s eyelids lowered. His lips
pulled into a tight frown. “No.” He pressed his hand to his chest
and settled on the edge of a nearby table. “I’m here to offer you a
way off this ship. A way to help save everyone from the queen’s
wrath.” He paused a moment, his head cocked to the side. “I. Am.
On. Your. Side,” he said, enunciating each word.

Gordon was what he seemed, an ally, or
he was the world’s greatest actor. Given the internal warnings I’d
received and our current status, we had no choice but to follow his
orders, for now. Yet, my mind still played through the possible
scenarios of betrayal.

Perhaps I should thank the
queen for my suspicious nature.

Gordon’s smile didn’t reassure me as
he said, “There’s only one way you can get off this ship. However,
you won’t like it.”

“Trapping us in here isn’t
enough?” Ryder snarled.

“Trap? You can end my life
with little more than a thought. Semara can melt that door into
nothing, let alone the ship. From what I can see, it’d be
impossible to attempt to imprison you and stay alive.”

Raeth unfurled herself from Penton’s
arms and moved to Ryder’s and my side. “T-tell us your option, and
you b-best b-believe th-the T-Triune’s r-real.”

Gordon gave a short nod. “The ship’s
attached to a long pipe. It’s used to flush our systems. Before the
flush is initiated, salt water is run through the system, then
dumped somewhere far from the docks.”

Ryder arched an eyebrow. “How long’s
the pipe?”

“A few hundred meters or
so.”

Penton gasped. “No way we can make it,
especially Raeth with her leg.”

Gordon pinched the bridge of his nose.
“You’re right, you wonʼt…without the right equipment. Youʼll find
that in the pump room, including a waterproof boot for Raeth and
water masks for each of you.”

Penton snorted. “The problem isn’t
just keeping her leg dry. It’s heavy and she’ll sink to the bottom
of the tube and sea.”

“No, she won’t. The
waterproof cover is buoyant, countering the weight of her metal
leg.”

Ryder’s arms folded across his chest.
“Why’re you helping us?”

“Semara’s remembering
things about the queen. I believe she holds the key to freeing my
people. While Captain Paulson is an obnoxious, egotistical man,
from our private communications, I believe he’ll help
you.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Unlike the council, the ME
believes in the Triune. But I’m going to work on them while you’re
headed to ME. Even with Paulson’s help, it won’t be easy.” Gordon
pulled a halo pad from inside his coat pocket and handed it to me.
“This will assist you in navigating through the underground and
hopefully show the safest route with the least number of Wasters.
If you should meet any, if possible, hide. Don’t fight unless doing
nothing means your death. Wasters are unlike anyone you’ve ever
met. As a result of the war, they lost their humanity. Now, they’re
more like wild animals that run in packs, killing and eating
everything they meet, including fellow Wasters.”

A chill raced up my spine, and I knew
it wasn’t from Ryder. At Gordon’s ominous tone, I realized getting
off the ship would prove the easiest part of our journey. “How long
will it take us to reach Captain Paulson?”

“A day, maybe two, if you
follow the path I’ve marked in the halo pad. There is an old
underground transit that supplied weapons during the war between
Upper and Middle Europe.” Gordon rubbed his palms down his pants.
“If only we had more time to work on your memories,
Semara.”

Ignoring Ryder’s growl, he cupped my
face. “Is there anything you haven’t told me? Anything?”

As I started to say something, I
spotted Bendar jumping down from his stool, caught his almost
imperceptible head shake. Could he have discovered the truth? He
usually did, so why should I be surprised he had now. “I wish I
did, Captain Gordon.”

“If only you could’ve seen
who created the block to your memories,” Gordon grumbled, his gaze
distant as if remembering something from long ago.

I drew on all the Court etiquette I’d
learned and tilted my head in a quasi-nod. “I wish I had. I can’t
express my sorrow that I couldn’t.”

The intercom system clicked
on. “All personnel remain at your stations. Freedom will be boarded by council
guards to escort our special guests
to headquarters,” Mart said, her voice dripping
with sugary pleasure.

Gordon turned his key in the panel,
unlocking the door. “Get moving. The guards will report first to
Semara’s quarters, the engine room, and the weapons
area.”

“Thank you, Captain. You
won’t be thrown in prison for allowing us to escape, will you?” I
asked.

“Don’t worry about me.
Right now, if all of you don’t escape the ship, the council will
make a huge mistake by imprisoning or executing all of you. Now,
go. I know it’ll be a tight fit but remain in the pump room for
about an hour. It’ll take that long for them to begin a ship-wide
search.”

As we moved toward the open door, I
paused and faced him. My hand clutched the halo pad and I glanced
at it. This could be a trap. But leaving was the only hope we had.
Perhaps they wouldn’t open the case marked toxic. Yet, I felt in my
bones they would.

“Wait. We can’t leave
without Dred.”

Gordon rubbed his forehead as if
preparing for more bad news. “What about Dred?”

Raeth hobbled to him and grasped his
hand. “We t-trust you. But Dred is h-helpless. Mart wants to send
him to the Tower. P-Please, you must h-help.”

Bendar took the halo pad from me and
searched through various screens.

Ryder moved to his side. “I’ll get
him.”

Penton cleared his throat. “No way.
You wouldn’t make it.”

“Where is he?” Captain
Gordon raised his voice for the first time since I’d met
him.

I glanced at each of my friends. “He’s
in the cargo bay.”

“What? Why the hell’s he
there?”

I stood my ground and faced him. “Mart
ordered him kept in a drug-induced coma until we arrived, then he’s
to be shipped to the Tower.”

“No,” Gordon gasped. “She
wouldn’t do that.”

“She did. I overheard her
order the medic. When he objected, she threatened him with the brig
then said he could join Dred in the Tower,” I said in my firmest
voice. “I couldn’t let that happen. At my request, the medic
stopped the drugs and we had Dred moved to the cargo
hold.”

Gordon clasped his head and groaned.
“They’ll search the cargo hold and find him.”

“Even the cargo marked
toxic?” Penton asked.

“Especially the cargo
marked toxic. By the time they start off-loading the cargo, the
soldiers will know you’re missing. Where’s the first place you’d
hide?”

“Anything marked unsafe to
inspect.” I bit my bottom lip. “Then your plan won’t work. We’re
not leaving without Dred.”

Gordon lifted one hand in a guy-to-guy
kind of way. “Tell her there isn’t a choice, Ryder.”

Ryder’s eyes narrowed on Gordon before
he took my hand. “We won’t leave Dred behind.”

Raeth took her brother’s arm.
“Th-thank you.”

“You’re all mad.” Gordon
ran a hand through his hair, pulling the roots tight from his
scalp. “Fine, I’ll take care of Dred. You five just get off the
ship.”

“Mighty tall order, us
trusting you,” Ryder said.

Gordon’s nostrils flared. “You have no
other choice.”

Bendar lowered the halo pad. “He’s
right. No choice.”


Chapter Fourteen

 


 


Bendar, followed by Ryder, went down
the ladder. Finally, I jumped from the bottom step and landed
beside them as Penton spotted Raeth down each rung.

Moving to stand beside Ryder, I
noticed he didn’t take his gaze off the two still working their way
to us. “Don’t like his hands on her back like that,” he
murmured.

I rolled my eyes. “Really? Do you want
her to fall?”

“Semara right.” Bendar
smiled, his normal playful light showing once more.

I leaned into Bendar and whispered,
“We need to talk.”

He nodded. “Yes, many
questions.”

“Finally!” Raeth exclaimed
as she joined us.

I entwined my fingers with her shaking
hand. “I know how hard it was, Raeth, and I’m sorry we couldn’t
take the lift or stairs.”

She gave a brave smile. “It’s okay.
N-no problem. T-to risky.”

Penton leaned in. “Someday I’ll invent
a new leg for you. One that looks real and works as well as a
normal one does.”

My heart softened at his kindness. I
wanted so badly for my best friend to be happy. And something told
me that if anyone could figure out how to give her a better leg,
Penton would be the one to do so.

Even Ryder’s ever attentive gaze
relaxed a bit at his words. “Time to get in place.”

It took some wiggling and squeezing,
but we, along with our gear, finally managed to scrunch into the
niche in the back of the pump room.

“Gordon spoke the truth.
Here’re five bags with masks,” I said. Rummaging through them, I
found a change of clothes, mask with breather, and a belt to secure
supplies.

“Let’s hope he also spoke
the truth about the escape and that we don’t drown or the pipe
doesn’t empty into the middle of the Tower grounds,” Ryder mumbled
under his breath.

I glanced around, checking for troops,
and noted the time on the far wall. “It’s taken us most of the hour
to get here. In twenty minutes, they’ll start the cleanout. I don’t
know when we’ll get another chance after we get into a tube full of
water, so, I want the truth, Bendar. Now.”

He crossed his legs and thumped to the
floor. “Have seat.”

I crouched across from him. My heart
pounded with a combination of fear, anger, and anticipation. Ryder
sat beside me, his legs pulled to his chest, and took my hand,
while Penton and Raeth stood behind us.

“Me in dreams? Yes. Since
child, been with you.” Bendar sighed. “Before war, before Lanena’s
death.” His eyes pooled with unshed tears, and he lifted his chin.
“Father brave man. Keep you safe, but queen find. Take away. Father
try years to get back. Queen let me live. She think me on her side
like Father plan.”

“That’s how you were able
to stay with me? You convinced her you supported her after the
war?”

“I did.”

“How did you? She trusts no
one.”

Bendar raised his small hand. “Before
Mandesa bad, she worked cure bad genetics that killed my father and
mother.”

As if it were the most normal thing in
the world, Ryder rubbed his thumb over my knuckles in silent
comfort. “Sorry, man. It’s tough to lose parents.”

“Yes. Tough. Me worked at
research facility. Help with cure. Something bad happened. Mandesa
angry, become queen. Promised Father he tell you why.”

“Tell me now. I have a
right to know. Gordon helped me see my past. I remember Mama
dying.”

Bendar patted the top of my hand over
Ryder’s. “No, shouldn’t see. Blocked from thoughts. Too
awful.”

“Yes, it was, but now I
want to know more. I can’t believe the queen was always evil. What
turned her? Why didn’t she kill me when she found me? Where is my
father?”

“Not know sure where he be.
He in hiding to protect you.” Bendar leaned against the wall, his
head resting against it. “He try many times to get you. Wants you
with him. He loves you much.”

His words gave me hope. “I have
memories of him in the Resort Territory, but I never see his face.
When Gordon helped show me the memory of my mother’s death, I saw
him.”

Bendar’s eyes flicked to Ryder, then
back at me.

“What is it?” I
asked.

“Queen mad, confused, hate
people. Not evil before…”

“Before what? Please tell
me everything. I have to know.”

“I tell Queen evil since
slag.”

“You mean she became evil
after she implanted herself with all that medal?”

“Implant, no. Prosthetic
from injury.”

“All this time, she’s made
it seem a privilege to be awarded a techno implant or device. To
show the world we were Kantian, not some human without the brain
power to handle devices. Was anything she said ever
true?”

Bendar tilted his head to the side.
“Yes. Hate Father. Wants dead.”

Questions swirled through my mind.
What to ask next? “Why did she want me on her ship? To catch
Father?”

“Yes. No. True need heir.
Council demanded. She wanted you dead, but Council reminded her
heir needed.”

“You’ve been protecting me
almost my entire life, haven’t you? A surrogate father in a
way.”

“Bendar love you like
daughter. Not like seeing suffer. Broke heart.” Tears broke free
and trickled down his cheek.

I slid from Ryder and wrapped my arms
around Bendar. All those years on the ship I’d wanted someone to
hug me, make me feel like I was wanted, loved. And the entire time
he was watching over me. He tried to fulfill those dreams. I
squeezed him tight, holding him close a moment longer as I
remembered each time he snuck food to me or kept me company through
an air vent or secretly doctored an injury inflicted by the queen.
“I love you, too. You were the best substitute dad I could have
ever had,” I said in a choked voice.

Bendar released me and sat back.
“Really?”

“Yes.” I clutched his
stubby fingers and we sat staring at each other. All those years
I’d longed for a father, he’d been beside me the entire
time.

“Bad timing, but we gotta
go. Pipe’s gonna get flushed,” Penton said.

Not a term that comforted me, but
unfortunately, it was accurate.

Penton pulled a brushed silver boot
over Raeth’s metal leg and sealed it against her human
skin.

“Guess it’s time to s-sink
or swim. Literally,” Raeth muttered as Penton rechecked the
fit.

“Not fashionable, but it’ll
do,” I said, grinning.

Raeth followed Penton to the
water-tight hatch and watched the large green and gold buttons
blink. “Th-think I’ll set a trend. Ladies in Acadia East will
f-fight over it.”

Giggling, I said, “How can you doubt
it?” Then I looked up at Ryder as he finished securing both his and
my gear. “You ready for this?”

Ryder quirked his head. “Wish Raeth
and I would’ve lived somewhere with water. Help if we could
swim.”

“Neither of you swim?” I
hissed.

“Don’t worry. We s-studied
how once we boarded th-the sh-ship. Just never t-tried in actual
water.” Raeth winked.

Penton’s eyes widened as he caught my
gaze. He inhaled sharply then placed a hand on Raeth’s shoulder.
“Don’t worry, I know how and I’ll keep you safe.”

As reassuring as that was, I hoped she
wouldn’t panic. Flashes of my first time slipping below the water’s
surface in the Resort Territory still haunted me. I barely made it
to the shore before upheaving half the lake. “Good. Bendar and I’ll
make sure Ryder’s okay. Just remember, panic is a killer, not just
in water but in all things.”

With a sigh, I helped Ryder finish
slipping the belt around my waist that secured my rations. As he
stepped back, I shoved the air tight bag with my clothes in the
side pouch.

A gold warning light flashed and
Penton rotated the wheel. “We’ve got two minutes to get in the tube
and lock it again before the water hits us.”

I gulped, lifted the air breather to
my mouth, and secured the leather goggle strap over my head.
Everything I saw appeared fuzzy, as if the lenses were foggy. But I
did spot Penton, along with the others, shoving the breather into
his own mouth. Flicking the switch on the side of the mask, I
inhaled metallic air.

We all nodded to each other. Then
holding onto Raeth’s hand, Penton flung first one long leg into the
hole, then the other. A moment later, he disappeared into the dark
hole, followed by Raeth.


Chapter Fifteen

 


 


Flanked by Ryder and Bender, I settled
on a ledge in the interior of the tube. A mad rush of water roared
below in the corrugated pipe. With my nod, Ryder reached overhead
and pulled the hatch closed. Darkness engulfed me. Then I
remembered the small luminary on the mask and switched it on as did
Ryder and Bender. Since I could see only a few meters, we had to
jump and trust the rope linking the three of us held.

I launched from the ledge. Frigid
water rushed over, under, and around me. My stomach lurched. I
clenched my teeth around the breather, hoping it would stay in my
mouth. I spotted the first turn and struggled to keep from rolling
as we surged through it.

Swish, bang,
clank.

My shoulder smashed against the wall
at a turn. My backside then my head hit another ledge.

I fought the rising panic I’d warned
the others about. It wasn’t the water I feared. It was the cold
dark and being alone. When I felt the sudden heating of the water
around me, I reached for the rope and felt its tautness. Only then
did my terror subside.

A short time later, I almost smiled
and lost my breather at a glimpse of Raeth’s dark hair flowing
behind her.

Then my light caught something
ahead.

Raeth disappeared.

I heard a scream before I shot from
the tube and skidded across a large pool and plummeted into the
deep water of the port. My breather tore free of my mouth. Twisting
and turning, I fought to find the surface, confused for a moment
which way was up.

I spotted light above me and attempted
to swim toward it but my limbs refused to propel me. My left arm
arched high then stalled. My brain didn’t seem to remember how to
swim or float. I kicked and kicked, but only sank further into the
depths. My feet brushed the bottom. Arching my knees, I shoved off
the slick bottom and shot to the surface, only to slap at the
water.

Choking, I slipped back
under.

A hand grabbed my breather and shoved
it in my mouth. Bendar waved wildly in front of my face. He and
Ryder each grabbed my hand.

I needed to cough, but Bendar held his
palm over my breather. Between both of them, they calmed my fright
and finally, I cleared the water from my lungs with my last
remaining breath.

With both of them at my side, they
kicked, dragging me along as humiliation flooded me. After several
tiring minutes, we were able to stand and I lifted my head out of
the water.

It was as if the water had parted for
us. Never before had I been so happy to see shore. Slipping and
sliding onto rocky sand, with Bendar and Ryder crawling ashore
beside me, the water parting for them, too.

Spitting out my breather, I saw Penton
and Raeth sitting ten meters further inland. She sat staring at the
water, concentrating. In that moment, I realized the push and
shoves I’d received, the forced rising from the sea floor had all
been due to Raeth’s gift. She had used the water currents just as
she did the air when creating wind storms and had sailed us to
safety.

Penton leapt over rocks and helped
Bendar retrieve me. His long legs wobbled, but he maneuvered the
rugged terrain better than I did.

Penton pulled me toward the trees.
“Come on, we need to get moving.”

Moving?
My weak knees shook from cold and exhaustion. One
glance told me Ryder wasn’t in any better shape. Then I understood
Penton’s harried moves.

Hypothermia!

He opened a second pack and tugged
free several silver blankets.

So that’s why he had an
extra pack.

With rapid movements, he wrapped one
around Raeth first, then Bendar and me before tossing another to
Ryder who had collapsed at my side. Together we managed to open the
thin shinny material, wrapping it around us.

Shaking so hard our teeth chattered,
we all clung to each other on the damp ground, attempting to regain
our strength.

“Thanks,” I managed between
coughs.

Raeth beamed. “It f-felt good to use
m-my gift again. It’s been m-months. I’ve been practicing with cups
of water on the ship. Still, th-that tube—” She stopped talking and
shuddered.

I snuggled against Ryder. The numbness
in my arms and legs was being replaced by bone aches. Knowing the
others felt just as miserable, I managed a controlled release of
heat, warming us and drying our clothing without melting the
blankets.

“How long was the pipe?” I
asked.

“Not sure, but I suspect it
had to run along the sea floor for a bit before dumping here,”
Ryder said, muttering each word between harsh inhales and
coughing.

I scanned the large grey walls that
protected us, thankful the cave’s opening was our only exposure.
Once we’d recovered enough to sit or stand without our chattering
teeth breaking, we could plot our route to ME.

Removing my belt, I tugged on the
pouch tucked into the front pocket. “Check your ration bags. Make
sure our food and clothing are dry.”

Everyone sighed with relief at the
sight of dry clothes and food. Ryder stood and offered a hand. “If
you and Raeth want to change out of those salt-encrusted clothing
and into clean ones, try over there behind that wall. We’ll change
here.”

Clutching one another for support,
Raeth and I stumbled to the other side of the wall. Behind it was
an opening. Not sure where it led and not ready to find out, we
kept our distance as we changed.

Raeth unzipped her jumpsuit. “When we
w-win the w-war, I-I’m never wearing orange again.”

I giggled. “No kidding. What would you
like to wear if you had your choice of anything?”

I peeled my stiffened jumpsuit down my
legs, followed by my tank top and boy shorts and dressed in clean
undergarments and a black jumpsuit, one denoting bridge command. It
hadn’t taken long for us to learn orange was meant for guests, or
in our case, prisoners.

Raeth shoved her left leg in, then the
right. Her altered black jumpsuit allowed her to easily slide her
silver-covered, metal leg through. Ryder and Bendar were supposed
to have blue jumpsuits showing they worked in Engineering. While
Penton was supposed to wear the red of weaponry.

After tightly rolling my orange suit,
I stored it in a waterproof bag and shoved it to the bottom of my
pack.

“I’d love to wear boots
like Mart.”

“Really?”
Mart’s style? Okay, I’ll admit it, they were a
wonderful, soft leather that wouldn’t impede her movement during a
fight as I’d learned to my grief.

Raeth zipped her jumpsuit and rolled
the other one into a ball. “H-how about you?”

“Nothing like what I wore
when I was a princess. No, I’d love to have a pair of pants that
look like a skirt and boots. It would warn everyone not to mess
with me. And if they did, it would be at their peril.” I imagined a
supple black leather skirt with matching boots and
corset.

“You mean like Mart’s?”
Raeth smiled.

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, like Mart’s.
Time to get back and work out the plan.” As we rounded the wall, I
saw the rush of silver water had ceased, leaving a rippled pool,
lapping at the shore. “I don’t understand.”

Ryder lifted his gaze from packing our
blankets and quirked a brow at me. “Understand what?”

Biting my lower lip, I eyed the water.
“Why I couldn’t swim. I swam for years back in the Resort
Territory.”

Bendar cleared his throat. “Sorry. No
Resort Territory. Memory wrong.”

I stopped and flashed back to the
sunny days of childhood. “But I remember it clearly.”

“Memory implanted to
hide…extreme pain.” Bendar’s gaze stayed locked on the water. He
cleared his throat again. “Never lived in Resort Territory…doesn’t
exist.”


Chapter Sixteen

 


 


My vision blurred. The white and black
speckled grey walls of the cave swirled. My knees buckled. Ryder’s
arms wrapped around me holding me upright.

He crushed my back to his chest.
“Telling her this now? It’s a little late for that, don’t you
think?”

Bendar tucked his chin to his chest,
refusing to meet the demand in our gazes. “No time. No choice.
Resort Territory cover. Truth kill Semara, Father, Uncle, me and
other.”

“You should have told us
before she jumped into the water. Or at least told
Semara.”

Bendar lifted his head to face me.
“Have Semara’s back. Always have.”

Vivid memories from my childhood moved
through my mind. “But I remember everything, all the smells,
tastes, even the colors of the birds, butterflies, rain, wet dirt,
fresh-picked berries from the garden. Are you saying it was all a
lie?” Mopping the tears staining my cheeks, I stared at Bendar,
trying to see into his soul and discover what made a block covered
by lies so necessary.

Ryder cupped my cheek.
“Okay?”

I shook the spinning of emotions from
my head and regained control of my body. “I think so.” Blinking
back tears, I glanced back at Bendar and swallowed hard. “I
understand the block and implanted memories were done for what
seemed like a good reason. But I no longer know who I am. Only the
queen’s hate and torture are true.”

Bendar reached to take my hand,
paused, then dropped his arm back to his side. “Please forgive.
Only chance happiness. Father’s last gift.”

“My childhood. All of it
was a lie?”

Bendar clasped his hands in front of
his stomach. “No. Memories what Father and Mother wanted for you.
Smells, sights, everything from before war when they children.
Resort Territory parents memories. That why you can see, smell,
hear.”

I raced through all my memories of the
days since my arrival on the queen’s ship. “Ryder’s scent reminds
me of clean, fresh earth and Arvenati leaves. They have a heavy
woodsy aroma.”

“Yes. Can tell smells you
never smell. Think Resort Territory.”

I did, and instantly the fragrance of
fresh lilac flooded my memory. Gasping, I clapped my hands over my
mouth.

Ryder brushed my arm. “What is
it?”

“Bendar’s right. The scent
of specific flowers is there yet there’s a difference between them
and the odor of the sea or food we’ve eaten or how each of you
smell.”

Hands on my shoulders, Ryder turned me
and tipped my face toward his. “What do you mean?”

“Yes, the smells of the
Resort Territory are wonderful, yet they don’t affect me
emotionally. But whenever I smell Arvenati leaves, they remind me
of you and I feel warm and safe.”

Bendar remained an arm’s length away,
teetering between feet. “No happiness with Queen. Had implanted
memories and lived.” Bendar remained looking at the ground, his
eyes downcast. He’d spoken the truth, yet different emotions
battled within me, cheated and betrayed, love and security. The
last two had given me the strength during horrible times to
continue on, escaping into my ideal childhood in the Resort
Territory.

I knelt before him and ignored the
rocks grinding into my knees. Opening his fisted fingers, I took
one hand in each of mine. “The gift kept me sane. Without you and
the implanted happy, peaceful memories, I wouldn’t have survived
those ten years of the queen’s cruelty.”

His chin raised and a small, awkward
smile broke free. “Mean that?”

“Every word of it. Before I
joined Ryder and Raeth’s family, my life had only you for comfort.
Now it’s grown to include trusted friends who I love.” I glanced at
Raeth, Penton, and Ryder. “We’re on the run, with danger
everywhere, yet I wouldn’t change a thing, not even for the safety
of the queen’s ship.” I chuckled. “Okay, that wasn’t too safe
either. Though, I probably should thank the queen. Her actions left
me alert to the smallest things, looking for treachery.”

Glancing over my shoulder, I took in
my love and friends. “Our trip from the Mining Territory to the
East Acadia Beach made me stronger, less afraid, and more willing
to take a risk. But best of all, I know my memories of all of you
are real. Right?”

They all nodded with reassuring smiles
plastered on their faces. Bendar gave me a bear hug. Ryder helped
me from the ground, capturing my lips in a deep, passionate,
toe-curling kiss.

When he released me, breathlessly, I
asked, “What was that for?”

“Another real memory. Best
not forget that one or the ones before.” Ryder’s wink sent tingles
throughout me. It still amazed me that after spending months
together—some not so nice—he always provoked this response from me,
body and soul.

Reaching down, I retrieved my belt and
settled it on my hips where over the past few months I’d grown
accustomed to it resting.

Raeth snapped her belt back into
place, then clasped Penton’s hand. “Th-the cave has a b-back
opening. I’ll s-show you.” She leaned into him for
support.

A smile tugged at my lips. When we’d
changed earlier, Raeth made it without trouble. She just wanted to
hold his hand and her willingness to dare Ryder’s response warmed
me.

Ryder’s fingers slipped between mine
and curled around my hand. “See, I’m trying.”

“I’m proud of you.” I stole
a quick kiss from his cheek. “Raeth’s right. We found an exit
behind the wall where we changed. I’m not sure the cave’s a
defensible position.”

Once we joined them, Bendar flicked on
the halo pad. “Can’t tell if safe. Map starts there, ahead.” He
slid a luminary from a pouch and stepped in front of us.

Ryder’s grip tightened on mine. “Hope
nothing lives down here. Wish we had some weapons. Not looking
forward to meeting the Wasters unarmed.”

Penton grinned. “I worked in weaponry.
Remember?” He slid a small device from his pocket and held it up
for all of us to see.

I leaned forward and touched the edge
of the device. “What is it?”

Beaming, Penton placed it in Ryder’s
outstretched hand. “A laser. I invented it but haven’t fully tested
it yet.”

Ryder caressed the short and squat
bronze device. “It can’t have much fire power with such a small
body.”

“It looks small, but has a
strong kick back.”

“How’s it work?”

Penton flipped it over in Ryder’s palm
and showed him a small brushed silver button. “You point and press
this.”

Ryder clapped him on the shoulder and
returned his weapon. “Looks like we have some
protection.”

Raeth slipped her arm around Penton’s
waist. “Does th-that mean he earned b-big brother’s
approval?”

Penton’s face flushed as he gave Raeth
a playful evil eye.

Ryder snorted. “Earns combat respect.
And right now, that’s more important.”

I punched Ryder’s shoulder. “That’s
it?”

His lips quirked up, revealing dimples
that always melted my insides. “Hey, can’t give him too much
slack.”

I rolled my eyes and nudged my elbow
into his side.

Penton and Bendar took the lead, Raeth
behind them. Tension fled from me, feeling like it dripped into the
ground. This was right, the five of us against the
world.

Sad, but true.

From the moment Ryder rescued me from
the techno implant machine the day we met—my sixteenth birthday—it
had been us against the queen. The Triune united, even when we
didn’t know that we were the prophecy come alive. Now, less than
six months later, I realized we were adults, youthful dreams long
forgotten.

Bendar held his illuminator higher.
“Deserted.”

“You sure there are no
rabid, half-breed creatures oozing from a wall?” Anything was
possible. We didn’t know what type of genetic weapons the Europeans
had constructed during the Great War.

“For once, it’s okay,”
Penton said.

Ryder glanced behind us. “For now, but
that can change in a second. So, stay alert.”

“At least th-they aren’t
following us,” Raeth offered.

Ryder touched the side of the cave as
if analyzing its minerals. “Not at this point.”

Water trickled down the wall. I
brushed my fingertips along the edge of a cool, slimy rock. The
brackish odor seemed to be replaced by the scent of damp earth. “Do
you think Gordon really did help us? Or was it luck?”

Ryder wiped his brow of
droplets falling from the ceiling. “Not sure, for now it looks like
he did. The why’s bothering me though. And if we’re wanting to stay alive, we’d
best be alert.”

Bendar pointed ahead then shut off the
luminary. “Exit.”

Part of me wanted to remain in the
cave. A sort of safe haven from the flood of craziness waiting on
the other side to attack. It was inevitable. It was my
life.

Continuing further into the cave, we
paused at the mouth of a large room built onto the side of a cliff.
Faint illuminators shone on the walls. Penton stepped out, with his
weapon in hand. “Don’t like this.”

Neither do
I.

“Not a person here, yet
it’s lit up?” Raeth pointed. “What’s th-that?”

Ryder grasped her shoulder. “Wait, too
easy.”

Bendar nodded his
agreement.

“Something’s over there?”
Penton bolted across the large room.

Ryder and I hung back, searching the
perimeter. Stacks of large crates stood shoved into the back of the
room, black dust covering them and the cement floor.

“It’s a transport of sorts.
It’s on tracks,” Penton bellowed.

Gnawing my lower lip, I abandoned the
perimeter and joined Penton. Moments later, I stared at an exit
with railroad tracks that disappeared into the gloom. “Where’s it
go?”

“Map go that way.” Bendar
pointed toward the blackness.

Great.

Ryder glanced at me. “Must be the
underground transport for weaponry during the war. It connects
Upper with Middle Europe.”

“I hope you’re right and
that this isn’t—” I motioned toward the crates. “—a hidden cache of
weapons for use against rebels.” Moving closer to them, I touched
one of the wooden boxes. No surge of heat, or twinge of electricity
indicated metal was stored inside. I didn’t know whether to be
reassured or worried.

I suppressed my rising fear and joined
the others.

Frowning, Ryder examined a large,
open-air cargo car and said, “Not sure how to operate it. Not even
sure it would work. Perhaps we should walk.”

“Not option.” Bendar held
up the halo pad. “Too far. Take too long.”

“I think I can make this
work.” Penton began tinkering with some switches and the console at
the side. “Once it’s powered up, it’ll work.”

My stomach knotted at the thought of
boarding this monstrosity and memories of our last train ride
flashed through my mind. Worse, this thing wasn’t a train, but a
large metal box with make-shift seats, the type troops used, and I
doubted it had working brakes.

“The start button is
busted. Hold on.” Penton yanked a clump of wires from below the
console and cut two.

I leaned over his shoulder, watching
his every move. “What are you doing?”

He glanced up at me and beamed. “It’s
called hotwiring. My father taught me.”

“You might not be
N-Neumarian, but you have a gift.” A proud gleam lit Raeth’s eyes.
Oh, she had it bad for him.

Within seconds, Penton stood. “Stable
enough.”

Bendar threw a leg over the side of
the metal tram and tumbled onto the floor with a thump.
“Stable?”

“It’ll start now.” Penton
struck two wires together and they sparked. The engine roared and
steam shot out from the rear. It sputtered, the car rocked, then
petered out.

“Not enough power.” Penton
went to the back of the car and lifted a compartment door. “It runs
on coal.”

“Where are we going to get
coal?”

My eyes widened. Those crates didn’t
hold weapons, but the fuel to get the troops and weapons where they
were needed. “From the back of the room, that’s coal dust covering
the boxes.”

I ran to the far wall, brushed my hand
over the top of the crate, sending dust into the air. No writing,
so I shoved open the top of one crate. Sure enough, black cubes of
coal. Grinning, I waved Ryder over. “I’m right, there’s tons of it
sitting here for our use.”

Ryder joined me along with
Penton.

Penton eyed the coal, then the car.
“Okay, we’ll have to figure out how much to carry without
over-loading it, yet have enough to get out of the
city.”

“Got it.”

We all turned to Raeth, the
mathematical genius of our crew. One look at her smile and I knew
she’d solved the problem of weight versus distance
ratio.

I returned to the cart, clambered
inside, and sat beside Bendar. “You think this is going to
work?”

Bendar shrugged. “Hope.”

There was so much I wanted to know.
Yet I couldn’t narrow it down to the most important question, the
one that would explain everything.

“You think past?” Bendar
asked.

“Yes.” I sighed. “So many
questions. How did the queen get me? Where’s my father? Is he
really leading the resistance against the queen? Was my mother as
beautiful and kind as she is in my dreams or was that implanted,
too? I’ve tried to remember what she smelled like but
can’t.”

Bendar’s eyes glazed over with distant
memories. “Mother beautiful. Kind. Trusting.”

Penton, Raeth, and Ryder returned
hauling two crates of coal.

My stomach churned. I hoped once we
reached Middle Europe we would find some safety and respite from
constant threats of torture and death.

Penton and Ryder loaded the crates,
one into the back, the second in the front compartment. Then they
shoveled a good portion of the coal into an opening.

With a grimace, Ryder moved to my side
and sat. “This either works or we’re walking,” he murmured in my
ear.

Penton struck the wires. The engine
sputtered then erupted, shaking the entire car.

“Hold on the best you can.
I don’t know how well this will work. Here’s hoping the tracks are
still intact,” Penton mumbled.

Raeth waved her hand over the side of
the car. A console illuminated in the front. How did she know to do
that? A forward light lit, barely penetrating the stygian blackness
before us.

Ryder’s arm wrapped around my shoulder
and tucked me close as Raeth scanned the colored halo
images.

“T-time t-to see if I’ve
f-figured out th-the controls.” Once again, Raeth moved her hand
over the console and the cart bolted like a missile out of the
queen’s ship.


Chapter Seventeen

 


 


We barreled forward through the
midnight-black tunnels. My nails dug into the skin on Ryder’s arm.
I knew I should release him but couldn’t. At each curve, I slammed
against the back end, then into Ryder. His hand moved from my
shoulder to my waist, penning me to him. Although he had his legs
braced against the other side of the cart, each time it careered
through a turn, we slid and banged against the metal
side.

The cart stuttered then screeched to a
halt. Our bodies slammed forward. Bendar flew overhead. He would
have shot out of the car and onto the tracks in front of us if
Penton hadn’t grabbed him.

“Oh, my,” I managed as
Ryder and I struggled to regain our balance. “Is this as far as it
goes?”

“Um…no.” Penton’s voice
cracked.

I leaned over the side and saw a
series of tracks in a large circle heading down.

“What the—”

Before Ryder could finish, the cart
jolted. Raeth’s fingers frantically spun and changed images on the
control panel. Instead of maintaining our current position, the
cart rotated backwards and my head hit the rear
compartment.

Ryder resettled me tight against him.
A sting of gut clenching fear shot through me.

“Stay calm. Can’t have you
melting the tracks.” Ryder’s eyes shone with unconcealed
apprehension.

Penton glanced at us and chuckled.
“Hope you’re ready to heal us when we crash at the bottom of this
thing.”

“Not funny.” Bendar scowled
as he planted both feet and attempted to pen himself into the
car.

I wanted to reach out and tuck him
against my side and keep him safe, but the cart jerked, then
screeched and once again turned us forward.

“H-hold on!” Raeth shouted
a second before the cart catapulted us forward. It twisted to the
right then careened downhill. Centrifugal force sent Ryder into my
side, his body weight crushing me. Unable to take a full breath, I
panted between screams.

My head thumped the backend of the
cart each time the cart turned. After the fourth curve, we halted
at the bottom of the hill.

Ryder pushed himself upright. “We
finished?”

“Yes. Think so,” I panted.
My head throbbed and my vision was blurred, but nothing seemed
broken. I scanned the cart. “Bendar?”

His rosy cheeks peeked over the seat.
“No good ride. Too small. Fall out.”

Giggling, Raeth looked back at us.
“Fun’s over. Only s-straight ahead now.” She rotated the spiral.
The cart leaned on its back and switched to another
track.

I clutched the side and scooted closer
to her. “Raeth, do you have control over speed?”

At her glance back at me, I caught a
mischievous grin on her face. “Now I do. Th-those curves t-took
t-too much time. H-here we go.” With one finger she sent the cart
barreling through the straight tunnel toward Middle
Europe.

For two hours we continued at an
exhilarating, wind blowing speed, except when we stopped to load
more coal into the engine. From the moment the cart moved down the
track, we gave up talking. It was impossible to hear one another
let alone think over the noise.

Just when I’d given up hope that the
cart would ever reach its destination, I spotted Raeth’s hand
flutter over the controls and our cart slowed.

“I didn’t think I’d last
another minute,” Ryder whispered, his lips brushing my ear from top
to lobe. His light kiss reminded me it wasn’t just the defeat of
the queen and her tyranny we fought for, but the freedom to love
each other without fear.

Bendar crawled onto the seat across
from me. Scowling, he studied the halo pad. “Fun begin. No longer
alone.”

Penton spun in his seat. “What do you
mean?”

Bendar tapped the screen. “Waster
country. Get to safety before dark.”

No one bothered to ask why
specifically before dark. We knew the answer wouldn’t be
good.

The cart rolled to a stop inside a
small storage room, coal crates stacked everywhere. Once out of the
tram, we stood and stretched our aching muscles.

“Where to?” Ryder
asked.

Bendar pointed to a large door ahead.
Two massive boards, plus large cogs and wheels, hung from iron
brackets. Brass locks lined the upper part of the doors.

I studied the intricate locking
system. “That’s some security.”

Bendar hobbled over to the control
panel and flicked through several screens. “Ran guns until end. But
abandoned after war…Wasters.”

“How do you know all this?”
I asked.

Bendar didn’t look up from the control
pad as he answered, “Engine rat knows all.”

A spark of understanding lit my mind.
He’d always worked the engine room and claimed it was a perfect
place for him. For the first time, I understood why he’d crawled
through the air vents and other hard to get through places. He was
a spy who hid in plain sight.

Ryder winked at me. “Smart
man.”

I realized how much I’d learned from
Bendar over the years. Not that he specifically instructed me―that
was left to all the tutors the queen had hired. He’d not only shown
me how to survive, but given me the will to do so. “Yep, I get my
wits from him.”

Bendar paused for a moment and quirked
his head, a smile creeping up his lips. He didn’t have to say
anything. I knew my words warmed his heart just as his smile and
comfort did mine.

Letting my love for him shine in my
eyes, I met his gaze. “How did you put up with me?”

The gears rotated and the brass locks
slipped free of their cages. “Not easy. Strong willed.”

Ryder rubbed my shoulder. “You can say
that, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Raeth boldly slipped her hand into
Penton’s and leveled a glare at Ryder, daring him to complain.
“Sh-she’s perfect for you. Only one th-that can h-handle
you.”

Penton remained rigid, his tall frame
like a statue.

Ryder’s frown turned into a chuckle.
“Yes. You’re right about that. She’s perfect for me.” He walked
over to the large wooden planks forming the door. “Now, if you’ll
release my sister’s hand,” he arched an eyebrow, “for a moment, we
can unbar the door.”

The wood vibrated and Ryder stumbled
back. “Kaj?”

Splinters fell to the ground and dust
rained until the wood was nothing more than a pile of kindling and
shavings on the ground. “N-no need to let go of m-my
hand.”

“Wow.” A twinge of jealousy
of how well she’d mastered her gift was quickly replaced by pride.
“I’ve got to practice more now that we’re off the ship. If I’d
sharpened my gift, I could’ve weakened or melted the iron
brackets.”

Bendar hopped in front of me.
“Wait.”

“Why?”

“Need masks,” he
said.

Penton appeared to be breathing again
and released Raeth’s hand. “That’s right. The blue mist.” Bendar
handed him the halo pad and Penton read the screen aloud, “Toxic
blue mist is no longer at a dangerous level in small doses, but
when mist is thick, protective measures should be taken. Avoid
direct eye contact or inhalation.”

Spinning the wheel on my Carabineer, I
lifted the goggles and breather from my belt.

“No, masks.” Bendar pointed
to a hook on the side wall. “Better, can speak.”

Ryder retrieved three hanging from the
wall and two from the floor. Large, dark oval eyes, brass fittings,
and circular breather all put together with a leather
hood.

I slid one over my head and adjusted
it so I could see through the lenses. “Let’s do this. Darkness in
six hours,” my voice echoed in my mask.

Bendar shook his head. “No. Three.
Sunlight gone early here.”

“We need to find shelter
before dark, in only three hours?” Ryder asked.

Bendar nodded.

I couldn’t hold my question in any
longer. “What happens if we don’t find shelter?”

Penton looked at the halo pad again
and read, “Wasters are most active at night. Their blue eyes are
sensitive to the sun. Also, blue rain tends to occur in evening
hours.”

“Great. We’ll be eaten by
cannibals or disintegrated by acid rain. Sounds like a wonderful
time. Let’s go.” Ryder donned his mask.

As we stepped through the opening into
the blue mist, Raeth about faced and reconstructed the heavy wooden
doors, then secured them.

Tendrils of blue smoke swirled around
us and a sheet of fog blocked our field of vision. Unable to see
more than a few steps ahead, I clutched Bendar and Ryder’s hands.
“We must stay together,” I ordered, before we stepped into Middle
Europe.


Chapter Eighteen

 


 


Having learned the royal blue fog
never dissipated, I closed my eyes for a second and prayed it
thinned enough to see Ryder in front of me. A cool tendril touched
my hand. When I gasped, it withdrew as if it had never
existed.

Several shuffled steps later, the mist
faded near the ground, allowing us to see where we were placing our
feet. Massive dark shadows lined the perimeter, and I spotted
crumbling marble and concrete buildings.

Distant howls echoed in the wind,
sailing through nearby bombed out buildings. Damp air penetrated
the neckline of my jumpsuit and a deathly chill crawled down my
back.

Penton brandished his invented weapon,
and we all remained on alert. Following the narrow path down the
center of a broken cobblestone street, we maneuvered over the
jagged remains of intricately carved statues.

I was only capable of shallow breaths
as stale air recirculated in my mask. I scanned the area for metal
and found none. It seemed out here my gift was worthless. Back
home, there always seemed to be some sort of metal around upon
which I could pull energy. Here, only stone and marble surrounded
us.

“This way,” Bendar said in
a muffled voice.

Forced to drop hands, we scaled the
debris, but remained so close together we almost climbed over one
another. Once we reached the end of a building, we halted and
stared at a wall blocking our path.

Ryder turned and headed to the
right.

“Not way,” Bendar
hollered.

A desolate street surrounded us and
our vulnerability haunted me.

Ryder held up his hands by his side.
“Can’t go straight.”

Bendar took the halo pad from Penton
and pointed in the direction Ryder had headed.
“Wasters.”

Penton scanned the area. “What do we
do, because we’re not getting over that for sure?”

As we stood, attempting to spot a safe
route to Middle Europe, a zap shot through the back of my head. I
pressed my palms to my temples, squeezing my head through the mask
to relieve the searing pain.

Ryder jumped to my side. “What is
it?”

“Don’t know.” The intensity
waned, leaving a sting between my neck and the center of my brain.
“I think the mist may be affecting the communicator. Either that,
or there’s something out there I can use it on to protect
us.”

Raeth adjusted her mask. “Maybe it’s
t-trying t-to interpret something.”

Penton lifted his weapon.
“Wasters?”

Ryder shifted between feet. “Don’t
know, but we’d better move, now. Bendar, which way?”

He pointed down a different side
street. “There.”

We all crawled over a pile of large
cement pylons, trying for silence. Unfortunately, Raeth’s metal leg
scraped against a post, the sound rippling out. I feared it could
be heard for kilometers, announcing our presence to whatever hid in
the night waiting for us.

She cringed, but managed to
yank her leg over and stumble to the ground once more.
We relaxed a little when the howling faded and my
communication device remained quiet.

We walked for an hour. No matter how
badly my lower back and calves ached, I swore I wouldn’t complain.
Raeth had it far worse.

Even with all our physical
training, we were still hurting. Walking around and over debris
required different muscles than just walking down the smooth, level
corridors of the Freedom, especially when evading
Wasters. “We don’t have much more time. We should head to the
nearest building that looks habitable.”

My leg muscles throbbed in protest at
the sight of massive mounds of grey and black rock that we’d be
forced to climb over. “Where’s Mag’s when you need her?”

Raeth pointed. “Th-there. A
street.”

We honed in on the cleared path
through the middle of the rubble. Yes, it was easier going, but was
it safe? Every nerve in my body remained on alert as we trekked
along the cobblestone path in silence. Shadows covered us with cool
darkness, almost as if to warn of the evil ahead. Ryder fell back
to walk close to Raeth and me as Penton took the lead.

A crash broke the empty
silence.

Ryder and I spun around and the
crackling in the communicator roared to life once again. It took a
minute to distinguish between the pounding in my head and the
clanging in the distant darkness.

When a shadow moved down the alley, I
stepped closer. Royal blue dots blinked. A second later, the
outline of a figure stepped into the light.

My breath caught. It was the size of a
human male—bald, with bluish pasty skin and glowing florescent blue
eyes that warned us away. It had only appeared for a moment before
retreating back into its shaded home, but it had to be a
Waster.

Ryder took half a step back when
hundreds of shining toxic eyes blinked at us. The smell of death
and decay wafted from the alley. No, it wasn’t a smell. A warning
that filtered through the communicator.

I tripped over my boot and landed next
to Ryder. Rocks dug into my palms.

Wiping the coarse sand from my hands,
I bolted to my feet. Ryder swept Raeth into his arms. Bendar’s
small legs double-timed it in the opposite direction down another
alley. Moans and cries sounded in front of us before more eyes
shone. We retreated to the main road.

“There!” Ryder raced to the
closest erect building and shoved the door open with his feet.
Light filtered through holes in the roof. He scanned the dim room
as I tried several doors. One gave way.

“Here!” I glanced back at
them as I crossed the threshold, walking right into a Waster nest.
In the low light, I could see a pile of bones, human and rodent,
stacked in a corner.

Several ominous figures moved through
the shadows, black robes covering their thin frames. Scaly,
appendages peeked out from under the robe.

These things weren’t human…not
anymore.

I spun on my heels. Something grabbed
my jumpsuit. I swiveled and ripped it from the creature’s clutches,
falling on my hip. Screaming, I scuttled backwards on my butt and
hands, my feet kicking in wild hysteria.

One boney hand with long brown nails
clutched my left boot. I kicked and kicked into the
darkness.

Penton, wielding his gun, fired into
the room at the Wasters. The weapon took out several creatures,
killing them instantly, before it exploded in his hand. He flew
backwards, slamming against the far wall. I managed to jerk my foot
free and the hand retracted back into the abyss.

Bendar yanked Penton up, with more
strength than I thought he possessed.

Slam. Bang.

Two doors behind us and one to the
right shook then swung open, more shadowy figures descending on
us.

Ryder led us back to the street and
lowered Raeth to her feet. She took Penton’s hand, examining the
damage. Bones and tendons gleamed in the fading light, his hand
completely mangled.

With no time to tend to the injury,
Ryder slung Penton’s arm around his shoulder to manage his weight.
Trapped, we huddled together on the street as darkness descended.
The hissing sounds of the creatures echoed in my head, the
communicator shrieking just as persistently. I spun in a circle,
looking for a place to hide. Any place. But most of the buildings
were only ruins and offered no protection.

Raeth pointed down the street at a
small, nondescript building only a few stories tall. “We could g-go
th-there.”

“It’s our only choice.”
Ryder stumbled forward, supporting Penton on one side, while Raeth
helped from the other.

With each step, the creatures followed
us, the shadows growing into the street. Within minutes, they’d
closed in.

Eyes wide, I started to run. “Hurry
up. If we don’t reach that building, they’ll block our
path.”

Then I froze. While the larger
structure was covered in shadows, I could make out three creatures
climbing the side of the small building to crouch on the roof.
Other creatures slithered to the front of the building.

We’d underestimated the Wasters. They
weren’t mindless. They’d formulated a plan and were carrying it
out.

Ryder flipped an unconscious Penton
over his shoulder and moved to my side. “Bendar, get between Semara
and me, and Raeth, flank her. We’ll never get inside. They’ll fall
on us the minute we approach the door.”

We stood in a small line of light,
which I feared would disappear before I could blink and leave us in
unpredictable darkness.

Then a Waster inched closer, his
foreign, hiss-like speech reaching my ears. The communicator
crackled at the base of my brain and translated his
words.

Hungry. Want
flesh.
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Ice swirled in Ryder’s dark eyes as
his gaze met mine. “What?”

A tremor shot through me, keeping
tempo with the continued hissing of the Wasters. Swallowing hard, I
forced myself to tell him and the others what I’d heard. “They want
to eat us and use our skin for clothing.”

Their constant demand for food
reverberated through my brain. As much as I wanted to smash the
communicator at the base of my skull, I wondered, could I talk to
them or would the attempt only kill me sooner?

No, I knew there’d be no reasoning
with them and their attempt to force submission through their
constant mantra only flared my resistance.

Ryder settled Penton at his feet then
shot his arm out before him, his palm up, and arched his fingers.
Silver snaked down his arm. Two Wasters wobbled on the roof of the
building then fell with a thud to the ground, lifeless.

I concentrated on the dark objects in
the ally to my right. The ones who crept ever closer hidden in the
shadows. The device in my neck hummed in time with their rapid
pulses. I felt a bubbling of acid erode my veins as I connected to
their chemistry. The odor of ammonia burned my nose and lungs. I
wrestled against the inferno that coursed through my
body.

Steeling myself, I sent my gift out.
It caressed a number of iron post a few meters away on the ground.
I clinched my fist and in unison, the rods rose from the ground. A
blink later, they flew forward like arrows slamming into the chests
of those I could see. Three…four…five. More continued into the
darkness, hitting unseen targets.

But it wasn’t enough.

Dozens more closed in on us, their
eyes gleaming, their mouths drooling acid, their hissing hunger
never ending.

We had to reach a secure building. But
that wouldn’t matter if we couldn’t survive the next few
minutes.

There has to be more metal
somewhere. Ryder couldn’t fight all of them
on his own. I studied the area for something, anything.

Nothing.

Raeth lifted her hands in the air.
Blue swirls formed a funnel, snagging dozens of Wasters in its path
and tossing them like rag dolls. I could hear the faint thuds of
their bodies dropping somewhere outside the city in the direction
of the tunnel.

“I’ll keep th-them back.”
Raeth puffed out her chest and the rubble below us shook and tore
from its resting place. Dust and dirt flew, creating a great plume
of debris. The creatures disappeared behind the erected
wall.

While Ryder tackled the ones on the
roof, Raeth turned toward the ones lurking in the alley, stopping
them by creating another blue wind storm.

Yet for each one they destroyed, more
advanced.

I always thought time slowed when in
life-and-death situations. It didn’t. It rushed forward, ticking
away as darkness creeping closer on all sides.

A light flashed. If not for the tinted
glass of our masks, we would have been blinded like the Wasters,
who were wailing on the ground.

“This way,” a voice echoed,
and a sense of déjà vu struck me. This situation felt familiar,
reminding me of Old Chicago and Mags. But as much as I wished she
were here with us, right now, the only thing that mattered was that
the man’s voice didn’t belong to a Waster.

Ryder lifted Penton and once again,
tossed him over his shoulder. Bendar and Raeth took the lead with
me in the middle and all of us charged through the blazing lights
toward the building.

“Inside,” the deep voice
ordered. “Second door on the right.”

Once in the building, we bolted for
the second entrance on the right. Raeth arrived first and shoved
the door open seconds before Bendar crossed the threshold. As soon
as Ryder entered, we heard the solid metal door behind us slam
shut, followed by the groans and clicks of a locking mechanism. We
were finally safe behind a secure seal.

Ryder lowered Penton onto a couch that
had suffered extensive abuse, no doubt at the hand of the Wasters.
The faded stripped cushions had white stuffing hanging from their
edges, and the whole sofa tilted awkwardly. Not that Penton cared
as he sat hunched in on himself, with his arm clutched to his
chest. I doubted he was conscious of much other than the
never-ending agony from his shredded hand.

Moving to Penton’s side, Raeth removed
her mask then his and knelt before him. Her alarm and worry were
palpable and I feared she would regress into her own world. But as
happened so often over the last several months, she surprised me
with her strength, offering Penton what comfort she
could.

I removed my mask then, bending at the
waist, I inhaled, welcoming the musty air that filled my lungs.
Even the breather’s rubbery, metallic scent had been better than
the overpowering ammonia stench of the Wasters.

“Glad you could make
it.”

At the man’s voice, I faced the door,
seeing Captain Paulson swagger forward. What was he doing in the
middle of this ciaos when he was the captain of a Middle European
ship?

He leaned against the edge of the
table and grinned. “Princess Semara, do not stare at me with those
large blue eyes of disbelief. I already know that Gordon instructed
you to flee to me and Middle Europe,” he said, a hint of laughter
in his voice as his accent thickened with each word.

So, this was the man, probably the
only man that could make ice-cold Mart squirm. Now, there was a
story I’d love to know more about.

“Thank you for being here
and saving us.” I tilted my head at him then turned my attention to
Ryder. He sat on the sofa beside Penton, silver swirling down his
arm and over Penton’s injury, healing it.

Moving to Ryder’s side, I settled my
hand on his shoulder. Healing exhausted him, but not when our
energies merged and flowed between us. The loss was inconsequential
to either of us, versus Ryder needing twenty-four hours of rest
before he was functional again.

“Okay, vampire. Don’t drain
too much from her or we’ll be stuck here for days.”

Ryder snarled his disgust at the
repulsive term. Yes, his gift could suck the life from someone,
leaving a desiccated husk behind. But it could also heal and save
lives as he had done for Raeth, me, and soon Penton.

I shot Paulson a venom-filled glare.
“Not to worry, Captain. He has amazing control.” I turned back to
Ryder and Penton.

Slowly, veins and shimmering tendons
knit back together without a seam, followed by the muscles.
Finally, the edges of torn skin fused together, leaving only a few
faint white lines. As the pain eased from Penton’s face, Raeth
finally allowed herself to relax.

Sighing, I shifted my gaze to Captain
Paulson. He might have saved us, but I still didn’t trust him,
especially when he was eyeing Ryder.

Once again, tension gripped me in a
vise as my heartbeat escalated into fight or flight mode. “How did
you make it here before us?”

“Ah, you traveled the
abandoned tunnel. I…have a better way to move about my homeland.”
He winked. This man was the definition of suave when it served his
purpose. Charm oozed from every pour, almost lulling me into a
cocoon of safety. But if the Waster voices couldn’t paralyze me
into inaction, his gift wouldn’t quell my mistrust.

He rubbed my shoulder. “I’m glad
you’re safe, Mademoiselle. My heart would have shattered if harm
had befallen you.”

I fought the desire to respond as the
deep, buttery sound of his words caressed me.

As I leaned forward, toward his raised
hand waiting to cup my face, Ryder’s arm wrapped around my waist
and clasped me against his chest. “Tone it down,
charmer.”

“What?” I looked between
Ryder’s narrowed stare and Captain Paulson’s raised eyebrows. He
dropped his hand, once again the smug captain that appeared on the
screen back aboard the Freedom. “Wait? Your gift
is…?”

His lips curled on one side. “Fitting
for a Frenchman, no?”

A sense of violation and a need for a
shower filled me. Poor Mart. She must have fallen for his charms
before she realized he’d actually felt nothing. For the first time,
I understood her anger, insecurity, and hostility. “I dislike
Neumarians using their gifts to manipulate people.”

“We all manipulate people.
I just admit it.” He oozed the charm once more, but this time I
leaned against Ryder’s chest, taking comfort and refuge in his arm
around my waist.

Paulson stared at him. “Don’t worry. I
won’t seduce your girl. I have never resorted to using my gift to
bed a woman.”

Now, it was me who snarled. “What did
Mart ever see in―”

“Ahhh!” At her scream, my
head snapped in Raeth’s direction as she collapsed to the floor,
holding her head tight.

I raced to her side and fell to my
knees. Wrapping my arm around her shoulders, I held her against my
chest. “What’s happened? What’s wrong?”

Bendar plopped onto the floor beside
her head and stroked her hair.

She continued to scream, clawing at
her face.

Ryder nudged us aside and jerked her
onto his lap. Grasping her arms, he trapped them at her sides in an
iron-tight hug. Even so, she struggled against the
confinement.

Penton stroked her brow. “Please,
what’s wrong? What can I do?”

“Open her eyes,” Captain
Paulson ordered. “Did she inhale the toxic mist?”

“No, we wore masks.” I
lifted her eyelids. A royal blue pool of terror looked back at me.
“No!”

“She’s Neumarian, right?
What’s her gift?” Captain Paulson knelt on one knee, studying
Raeth’s eyes.

I hesitated.

“Tell me if you want to
save her.”

Penton held her face between his
hands. “She manipulates Earth. Wind, water, dirt, anything of the
land.”

“Did she manipulate the
blue mist?”

My mind scanned the last hour. The
memory of Raeth’s blue funnel cloud sent a heat wave through every
muscle and nerve in my body. “Yes,” I whispered.

Ryder released Raeth’s arms and shoved
Captain Paulson out of the way. “I’ll heal her.”

“No.” He grabbed Ryder’s
jumpsuit at his shoulders, knocking him to the ground.

Ryder jumped to his feet and penned
Paulson to the wall. “What are you doing?” he snarled. “That’s my
sister.”

Bendar tucked his feet under him and
stood. “Stop. Help.”

“Listen,” Paulson said,
“you can’t heal her with your gift. You’ll both suffer from the
toxic chemicals if you try.”

Chin high, Penton maintained his hold
on Raeth as her thrashing grew more violent. “While I’m only human,
I’ll give my life force to save her.”

Paulson waved him off. “Yes, yes,
young love and all that.”

“Yes, I love her. But it’s
more,” he shouted. Everyone paused at his declaration, except Ryder
who never wavered in his stare at Paulson.

“Please, Captain,” Penton
begged. “She’s part of the Triune. Her life means more than mine.
More than any one person’s. Take my energy, Ryder. Take it all if
you need to.”

Ryder released Paulson and stepped
back, his fists clenched tight at his side. “What can be
done?”

Raeth continued to thrash and scream.
She managed to free a hand from my grasp. “Help me.” Three long red
lines ran from her lower eyelid to her chin where she’d scratched
herself.

Penton recaptured her arms and forced
her onto the floor. Once they both were laying on their side, one
of her arms penned to the tiled floor and the other secured by
Penton’s hug, Bendar resumed stroking her hair, while I threw my
body weight over her legs, stilling them.

The artificial knee joint dug into my
chest. Thank goodness she was small. “Please do
something.”

Raeth arched her back and cried
out.

Penton looked between us all. “Please,
help her. I can’t lose her. I love her.”

Bendar leaned over Raeth’s ashen face.
“Shh. Help.”

Ryder stepped back. Captain Paulson
swaggered by him and joined us on the floor. Placing his hand on
Penton’s back, he hovered over us, looking down at Raeth. “There is
nothing that can be done. Not here. Not now. Not with the supplies
we have. I’m sorry.”


Chapter Twenty

 


 


“Do something,” Ryder
demanded.

Captain Paulson retrieved a leather
satchel from a nearby table. Sliding the buckle free to open the
bag, he knelt by her side. “There’s a chance we can keep her
stable. But it’s a small one. To have a chance of success, again, a
small one, we must keep her from physical activity, put her into a
coma-like state. At headquarters, there’s a serum. But time is of
the essence.”

“You can cure her?” the
three of us asked simultaneously.

Paulson hesitated. “Possibly. Our
scientists invented a remedy to counteract the effects of the
toxins. And recently, we’ve had several people recover from the
mist’s effects. If she’s strong, she’ll make it until we can get
her to the cure.” He retrieved a syringe. At one end was a glass
bubble filled with clear liquid, at the other the brass needle.
“Keep her still. Don’t allow her to move.”

Bendar clasped her head to his chest
and tilted it to one side, exposing her neck.

Grimacing, I glanced over at Ryder
from where I still lay across her legs. He fell to his knees beside
her, his hand fisted on his thighs as he watched the captain’s
every move.

Before Paulson removed the syringe
from her neck, Raeth went limp.

“She’s strong,” Penton
choked. “It’ll work. It has to.”

Ryder reached out and placed his hand
on Penton’s arm. “You’re right. She will.” Compassion, love, and
hope permeated his words.

I watched as the two of them stared at
one another in silence. I’d heard women in the queen’s court
whisper that men, be they Slag, Human, or Neumarian, could
communicate with one another with just a look. I’d never believed
it until now. They nodded to each other then smiled. A moment
later, Ryder joined me. I cupped his face between my hands,
feathered a kiss across his lips, then leaned back, my hands never
leaving his cheeks. “If anyone can fight this, Raeth can and will.
I watched her endure unspeakable things at the hands of the queen.
She not only survived but has thrived in spite of the torture
inflicted upon her,” I whispered, caressing and kissing
him.

Bendar wiped his nose and retreated to
the side of the couch, leaning his head back on the arm rest. “When
suffering stop?”

The captain strode to the table and
repacked the syringe, then moved to a large supply bag in the
corner. “It’s best that she rests for now. By morning, we’ll know.
Besides, it’s much safer to travel in daylight. Here are some
rations. It’s critical you eat and sleep. You’ll need every bit of
energy if we’re to make the Arc by tomorrow afternoon.” He glanced
at Ryder and me. “There’re many people who want to speak with
you.”

Ryder took an offered silver pouch
then pointed for me to do the same before he sat cross-legged on a
small rug and leaned against the couch. I wasn’t hungry, not after
facing those flesh-eating creatures. But I knew Paulson was right
and so did Ryder. Then again, he knew the importance of maintaining
one’s strength, and never let me forget it or skip a
meal.

I snuggled into his side. Pealing back
the silver wrap, I crunched down on a flaky, dry bar of something
that tasted like fruit and meat. I’d had worse. Visions of Mags’
rat soup back in Old Chicago probably topped the list.

Penton accepted a bar, but remained
holding Raeth’s hand to his chest, watching her sleep.

“Penton, you need to
eat.”

He shook his head.

Not willing to accept his
refusal—after all, I’d eaten that rat soup—I reached into his side
pouch and retrieved a ration pack. Once opened, I held it near his
face. “Eat with one hand. That way you can continue to hold her
with the other.”

Ryder chuckled. “See how frustrating
that is?”

“Penton, if I have to shove
this down your throat, I will.” I meant it, too. Misery loved
company. In this case, the misery was a nag. Ryder was mine, and I
was his. “We can’t afford to have you collapse on us tomorrow. You
and Ryder will have to take turns carrying Raeth.”

His gaze lifted from staring at
Raeth’s face and met mine. Ah, yes, I should’ve known Raeth needing
him would get his attention. Without a word, he slid his hand from
Raeth’s and took the ration. Nibbling, his gaze returned to her and
remained transfixed as if his love alone would heal her.

At my glance, Ryder sighed. “Yes, I
see it. Don’t like it, but he’s a good guy.”

I forced down three more bites then
crouched by her ear and whispered, “Hear that, Raeth? Ryder
approves. He didn’t even frown when Penton said he loves you. So,
you two can date once your well.”

Ryder choked and coughed. “Date? I
didn’t—”

I shot him a glare and his nostrils
flared. “Fine. Chaperoned.”

Bendar rolled his head around, crumbs
cascading down his rusty beard. “You no chaperone.”

“Yes, but—”

Bendar quirked his head. “Need
more.”

I sat up and patted Bendar’s hand.
“Spoken like a real dad.”

He blushed and waved me away, too
modest to accept my praises.

“Captain Paulson, can you
tell me why Upper Europe wanted to imprison me, but Middle Europe
won’t? Aren’t you allies?”

He sat on the torn fabric chair near
the barred window. “It’s complicated. First, you need to understand
that, unlike Middle Europe, the Upper Europe Council has maintained
the queen as an ally. Unlike UE, we weren’t worth her effort. Plus,
by the end of the war, resources had become scarce. That’s changed,
of course. Resources have been rebuilt along with our army and
navy. However now, ME’s situated in a location where the queen
can’t attack us without serious repercussions and grave
losses.

“If you look at a map,
you’ll see UE is an easy Target. After the queen blew half their
country off the map, they chose survival over ideology and freedom.
This way, they play both sides, pledging allegiance to the queen
and the ENR. It helps that the ENR provides them with necessary
supplies. Even so, they don’t have the weapons or manpower to take
on the queen. While I believe they desire independence, they aren’t
willing to lose more lives and territory to gain it.”

Sadly, having experienced the queen’s
rage and retribution personally, I understood UE’s position all too
well. “It makes sense. Survival first, everything else
second.”

Penton’s head jerked up, and, while he
glared at us, his hand never moved from Raeth’s brow. “You’re
wrong. It doesn’t make sense. I grew up within a few kilometers of
the queen’s council and home, yet I remained true to the Triune.
Always ready to serve and fight her evil. The UE lives across an
ocean. Certainly, they can fight for what’s right.”

I shook my head at Captain Paulson,
warning him to admit defeat on that count. It was useless to argue.
Penton had succeeded because he had support for his beliefs. The
UE, while across an ocean, had half their country bombed out of
existence. Between their experiences and the state Penton was in
over Raeth, not to mention Ryder and the rest of us, we needed a
restful sleep, not a war of words where no one would win. And,
although I didn’t say it, I believed that one day, when it became
obvious the Triune and ENR would win, UE would join us. “How about
we get some much needed rest and table this discussion for a later
time?”

“Good.” Bendar rolled onto
his side and closed his eyes. “How find us?”

Captain Paulson relaxed in his chair,
his long legs almost touching Ryder’s feet. “Gordon hailed me on a
private channel and begged for my return and help. Since he doesn’t
beg, I was intrigued enough to return to an ENR secret dock on the
coast of UE.”

I quirked an eyebrow at him.
“Secret?”

He nodded. “We keep it hidden from the
council in case they betray us. Power, the ultimate corrupter.” He
paused then sighed. “Gordon explained your situation and had your
friend, Dred, transferred to my ship in a box marked toxic. We
crossed the channel and I took a small craft while my crew
continued to the Arc with Dred.”

I struggled to contain my hope. “Is
Dred okay?”

“Yes.” He shook his head.
“Not a small man, but weak from being kept unconscious for so long.
He was…incensed when he discovered you went off without
him.”

Relief surged through me. A part of me
had trouble believing Dred was awake and well. Not after months of
Mart’s duplicity. Another part of me, the side that lived on hope
and love, if only for tonight, greedily grasped at the news. “I can
only imagine.” Grinning, I curled into Ryder’s side and rubbed my
nose against his chest, receiving a warm soft chuckle in
return.

From beneath half-closed eyelids, I
spotted a bruise as the captain rubbed his throat. “The bruise.
Dred?”

“Yes. I had to talk fast.
Unfortunately, I’m out of practice. I’m used to being able to charm
people into believing me. Not with him, though. Even after all
those months of being unconscious, his abilities were
strong.”

I started to laugh and Ryder soon
joined me. “No one’s gift works on or around Dred, unless he allows
it.” Still snickering, I said, “Thank you for your help. I can’t
begin to express how happy I’ll be once we’re all together again.”
I snuggled closer, trying to crawl inside Ryder as his hand stroked
my back. At Bendar’s low snore and Ryder’s gentle caresses, I
relaxed for the first time in hours. Until morning light, we were
stuck together and safe.

Yet, something still troubled me. “Why
are you helping us?”

Paulson slid from the chair onto the
floor. “You’re the Triune.”

“So, you’re a
believer?”

He removed his military coat and
folded it. “Of course, we’ve been waiting years for you to arrive.
We were promised you’d come. Somehow, some way, you’d make it to
the Arc. It was the Triune’s destiny and nothing would stop it.” He
stretched out on the floor and placed the folded coat under his
head. “Of course, there were unbelievers. They wanted to return to
war years ago, but it would’ve been suicide. We hadn’t recovered,
let alone rebuilt from the last war. And when the queen
carpet-bombed the region with her toxic weapons, gun running
stopped. It’s only in the last six months we’ve recovered
sufficiently to utilize our new undersea vessels and acquire much
needed weapons.”

“And now, do the people who
decide if I’m friend or foe believe in the Triune?”

“Yes, of course. If not,
they soon will.”

“You mentioned you were
promised the Triune would arrive at the Arc. How could anyone know
that? Until a few months ago, we didn’t know of its
existence.”

The captain stared at the ceiling.
“That’s irrelevant. Our leader knew you’d make it.”

“Who? What
leader?”

“Harrison. Your
father.”

I shot upright, jarring Ryder. “What
are you talking about? You know my father?”

“Yes, of course. He’s the
leader of the rebellion. He’s the man who charged me with finding
you and to ensure you remained safe from the Wasters.” He closed
his eyes, ignoring the heat exploding from me, warming the room to
tropic temperatures in seconds.

As Ryder countered my heat with his
cold, I inhaled slowly and reasserted control over my gift. “When
did you….how did you speak to him?”

“Huh?” he slurred, almost
asleep.

“Where is he? Is he far
away? Will I be able to speak to him, see him?”

Ryder squeezed me tight against him,
his comfort calming my increasing apprehension.

“Tomorrow at the
Arc.”
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I finally fell asleep as dawn
lightened the sky. Less than thirty minutes later, I woke to
Ryder’s soft kisses.

As quickly as my mood improved, it
died when he said, “You’ll see your father soon.”

He believed my rough night was due to
excitement over seeing my father for the first time in over ten
years. Unfortunately, that wasn’t true. In the quiet, while
everyone slept, I replayed my life and realized I didn’t know my
father, the man called Harrison. In truth, I had no factual
memories of him. And that terrified me. Sure, he’d served the
Neumarians his entire life and led them in the Great War. He was
still leading them. But that didn’t change the fact he’d abandoned
me to the tender mercies of the queen.

Now, I was faced with meeting my
father. Everyone expected a reunion with a loving daughter. Yet,
here I lay, barely able to contain my raging anger. Fear that when
I saw him I’d melt every piece of metal within a kilometer
prevented me from losing control.

Pushing myself upright, I watched
Bendar leap off the couch. His gaze caught mine. Quickly averting
my eyes, I checked on Raeth. But I knew he’d seen my outrage and
struggle to prevent my gift from running wild. But then, he saw
everything.

Bendar, the engine rat, hadn’t
abandoned me. Instead, as any loving father would, he’d followed me
onto the queen’s torture chamber of a ship. He’d raised me,
protected me, shown me unconditional love. I was the most important
person in his life. And because of that, he understood me better
than anyone alive, even Ryder. As for Harrison, he only knew what
the reports had told him. And they weren’t me.

Locking my rampaging emotions behind
an iron wall of control, I stood and faced Bendar and Penton.
“How’s Raeth?”

“Struggle. Pain. Must
listen.” Bendar took my hand, his eyes pleading with me to keep an
open heart.

“What struggle?” Ryder
asked, pressing his hand to Raeth’s forehead.

Grinning, Penton raised his blood shot
eyes and stared at me. “She’s still unconscious, but her fever
broke hours ago. I’m sure she’s going to be perfect, like she was
before,” he said in a choked voice.

I closed my eyes then opened them and
returned Penton’s smile, while ignoring Ryder’s question. How could
I explain Bendar had meant me, not Raeth.

As if intuitively understanding I
needed his touch, Ryder pulled me against him and rubbed my
shoulders, kissing the nape of my neck. If only we could be alone.
Maybe we could once we reached the Arc…after I dealt with
Harrison.

A quick glance at Bendar’s sad and
disappointed expression and I nodded, receiving a smile in return.
Through the years, the nod that wasn’t a nod had been our signal
that I’d promised to honor his suggestion, in this case, his
heartfelt request.

Sighing, I faced the solid metal door.
The captain stood ready to leave. “Put Raeth’s mask on. Make sure
it doesn’t leak and let’s head out. If we hurry, we might make the
Arc before the sky overcasts.” After a final stare to ensure we
followed his order, he slipped his own mask over his head, adjusted
the silver and gold rimmed goggles, and slipped a breather over his
mouth.

With alacrity, we pulled on our
protective gear and moved toward the door. Paulson pressed his hand
against a panel. A moment later, the locking mechanism clicked and
the door groaned, as if in disagreement, until it suddenly sprang
open.

Once we exited, Paulson repeated the
process, securing the safe house. “Time to move. Sun’s up, but
promises storms later in the day and we don’t want to stick
around,” he said, the mask muffling his voice and making it sound
artificial, similar to the machines on the queen’s ship.

As much as I dreaded meeting Harrison
by the end of the day, I didn’t want to stay here. I took a deep
breath. I wasn’t a small child. I’d become a warrior, a leader, and
was one of the Triune. It was time I faced my past, my real past,
and discovered why he chose the Neumarian rebellion over his
daughter.

Ryder took my hand. “I’ll be with you.
You’re my love and I’ll never leave your side.” His voice,
filtering through the breather, sounded raspy, foreign. But his
touch and closeness calmed me, his cold counterbalancing my hot.
And I knew every word he’d said was true. He’d be with me no matter
what happened or where we were.

As my fear and anger bled into the
ground beneath us, I said, “I know,” hoping he heard the smile in
my voice.

Penton moved forward, following the
captain, then stumbled.

“I’ll carry her.” Ryder
started to slip his arm under Raeth’s legs, only to have Penton
clutch her close to his chest, shaking his head.

“No. She’s mine to care
for.”

Ryder clapped his hand over Penton’s
shoulder. “I know you love her, just as I do Semara. I won’t try to
keep you apart, but there’s room for both of us in her life. You
were up all night and you’re exhausted. Since we both want what’s
best for her, let’s take turns.”

My chest warmed at his words. That
took a lot for Ryder to say out loud.

Penton held tight. “I’ll take first
shift.”

Ryder nodded, and relinquished Raeth
to his care. “We’ll trade every hour. That way neither of us will
be overtaxed.”

I looped my arm through his, holding
him back a bit. “I’m proud of you,” I whispered.

“Don’t be. Just didn’t want
him holding my sister so close all day.” His eyes revealed the
truth, but the big brother in him refused to admit he’d released
Raeth into another’s care, if only for a short while. His promise
to his parents upon their death meant he’d functioned as her
father, mother, and brother. He’d filled those roles since she was
a toddler, and I suspected it wouldn’t be easy for him to step
aside and give her the freedom she wanted and needed.

I glanced up at him, and seeing his
scowl, I patted his arm. “Of course, you don’t,” I said then pulled
free and trotted toward the captain.

“I mean it,” Ryder called
out behind me.

I only flicked my wrist, dismissing
his words as I joined Bendar and Penton. The captain was only a few
meters ahead. Seeing the sun burning through the mist in several
spots reassured me we were safe from the Wasters…for
now.

“The morning sun is the
strongest, so we shouldn’t encounter any Wasters,” Paulson said.
“Mornings are also when the sea is its calmest, the safest time to
travel to the boat.”

As reassuring as his words were, when
Paulson eased his gun from his holster, a tremor rippled through
me.

Then I looked at Bendar, stomping his
way forward, his gun also drawn.

Slithery voices snaked into my mind
from my implant.

Food.
Hunger.

So much for the Wasters being dormant
during the day. Shivering, I wrapped my arms around me.

Ryder clutched me to him. “Hear
something?”

“Yes. Wasters. They want
their breakfast.”

He pulled me to the front of our line.
“The Wasters are talking to Semara again, Captain.”

“Hunger, Food?”

“Yes. And it’s increasing,”
I whispered as we gathered together.

“Let’s move,” the captain
ordered. “Penton, Ryder’s turn.”

Ryder took Raeth and hoisted her over
his shoulder. At Penton’s scowl, Ryder said, “It’s easier to carry
someone like this. Carried you like this last night. The weight’s
more balanced and it isn’t as trying.”

I knew Ryder hated explaining himself,
but I was glad he had. Hopefully, Penton would take his advice and
wouldn’t exhaust himself when he took over again.

As we traversed the rocky pathway
between the rubble of bombed-out buildings, we maintained a tight
group. If a fight happened, we could form a circle, protecting
Raeth in its center.

A few minutes later, the captain
lifted his hand and we halted, clustered together. Brandishing his
weapon, he motioned us pass a dark alleyway. “Stay in center, in
the sun.”

Ryder stalled. “Can’t connect to the
mist or control it like Raeth. But if those things get any closer,
is it safe to drain their life force?”

Paulson shook his head. “Best not to
try.”

“What? Ryder did it last
night,” I said, just short of a screech.

Ryder eyed the alleyway. “I feel their
life force. It isn’t normal. It’s altered, and they’re massing in
the darkness.”

Captain Paulson waved us on. “You were
lucky. Don’t do it again. I’ve seen lots of strange things with
this mist. I’ve seen it take down a hundred men in
seconds.”

I stepped over a boulder. “But you
said it’s weaker now.”

Crunch.

I lifted my boot, expecting a stick,
and discovered the long white bones of a hand, one finger broken
into several chards. I fought the drive to cry out for this lost
soul, but why? Given the fighting and death I’d witnessed and
participated in, this small hand didn’t matter in the grand scheme
of things. Yet, in my heart, it counted.

“As I said, you were lucky
last night. This toxin is unpredictable. Our scientists have spent
years researching and attempting to find a cure. When any of us
have gotten infected, they’ve tried their latest vaccines. All
they’ve come up with is the drug they’ll administer to your sister.
Infected individuals need to be quickly sedated. If the drug’s
given within the first few minutes of exposure, it’s able to stop
the viral elements from reproducing, and while in a coma, the
victim’s systems flush toxins from the body.”

“But Raeth won’t get it for
hours,” Ryder growled as Penton gasped.

As Paulson’s gaze met theirs, he
looked haunted. “The theory of slowing her system down is sound.
It’ll slow the rate of the cells multiplying. If we keep moving, we
might make it in time.”

The captain’s words penetrated, yet I
couldn’t take my eyes from the single little hand sticking out from
under the boulder.

Had the child died in the original
bombing, or…suffered a worse fate?

Ryder pressed his palm to the small of
my back, nudging me forward, but I didn’t move. “What’s
wrong?”

“We need to keep moving,”
the captain ordered. “It’s important we make it to the river before
the mist intensifies. There’s nothing we can do for anyone left in
this city. However, we can and do make a difference at the
Arc.”

Slipping his arm around my shoulder,
Ryder urged me forward. My feet trudged through the rubble, but my
mind remained on the small hand. Had my father imagined the death,
destruction, and genetic mutation that would plague the world when
he led the Neumarians in a war against the queen? If so, why had he
gone forward?

Thump…thump…thump.

The death of my mother, her head
rolling across the floor, echoed in my head. If I hated the queen
enough to wish her dead, I could only imagine Harrison’s reaction.
He might have had enough fury to risk the destruction I’d witnessed
these last several months. I’d only just remembered my mother’s
death, but I suspected the sound of Lanena’s murder had haunted
Harrison for over ten years.

Penton held out his hands. “I can take
her, now.”

“Later. You’ll need your
strength when she wakes up if you’re gonna care for
her.”

Penton’s scrunched-over shoulders
lifted. A new energy shone in his eyes, even through his goggles.
“Thank you.”

Bendar smacked Penton’s hand. “Won
over. Not easy.”

“No. Not at all,” I
added.

“We need to move. Now!” the
captain shouted. We picked up our pace, hurrying as fast as we
could over the rubble while still staying together.

After thirty minutes, Captain Paulson
pivoted, his gaze searching behind us. “Two more blocks to the
river,” he said, his voice low, barely above a whisper. “Time is of
the essence. Don’t pause or stop. Just move. Fast.”

Relief welled within me as we marched
forward, passing an alley at the end of a building. Only a few more
meters and we’d be safe on the water.

A second later, the sun slipped
between the dark clouds of royal blue mist, and the Wasters’
whispering torment increased.

“We don’t have much time
left,” I told everyone. “They’re hungry and I’m
worried—”

An engine revved on the glistening
waterway up ahead. I scanned the dock for our transportation, and
spotted the queen’s emblem on the side of an aircraft hovering over
a boat.

“Get back and hide,”
Paulson commanded in a harsh whisper, shoving us into an opening
between buildings as the scout ships circled the river.

“Trap?” Ryder asked,
passing Raeth back to Penton, helping him settle her over his
shoulder.

Bendar peered between us. “No. Scouts.
Stay.”

“Not an option,” Penton
whispered.

I followed his wide-eyed stare to the
darkness behind us. Dozens of shining eyes blinked.

We formed two lines. One faced the
street while the other prepared to handle an attack from the rear.
Penton squatted between us, shielding Raeth.

The captain aimed his weapon at the
alley behind us. Ryder spun to the left and right, watching for
signs of movement, his fingers arched at the creatures.

“No. It’s toxic,” I
reminded Ryder. “I won’t let you.”

The captain fired one shot,
illuminating the alleyway. Hundreds of flesh-eating creatures
filled the large bombed-out buildings on either side of us. They
hung from beams and crumbled stone, snarling and hissing. I almost
stumbled into the street, but caught myself.

Suddenly, the cloaked figures charged
forward.

Food! Eat!
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Useless in the fight against the
Wasters, I faced the queen’s scout ships. How had her iron fist
reached us here? Looking between the scout ship and the Wasters
she’d created, threatening all our lives, my hatred erupted. “No
more.” I locked my gaze on the ship hovering over the
waterway.

It had been months since I
used my gift with such abandon. Fear of melting the
Freedom while in the
depths of the ocean kept me from practicing. Now, I faced the task
of destroying the scout ship while leaving our escape boat
unharmed. While we could figure out another way to the Arc if
needed, it would mean Raeth’s death. And that would crush us
all.

My gift whirled inside my core,
heating my vertebrae one by one. A spark flicked my lowest rib,
lighting the inferno of energy waiting to be released.

The implant in the back of my head
fought for my attention, the sound of the Wasters’ triumphant
chanting growing more incessant. I enfolded into my own world,
ignoring the flashes of orange light, the faint searing and
sizzling, and released my gift.

A narrow beam of energy touched and
encircled the scout ship’s metal skin, ravaging it with a hunger
that surpassed the Wasters. The wings collapsed into molten slag
that oozed and dropped onto the surface of the water, sizzling in
great plumes of steam. Then the center of the craft dissolved and,
looking like bright red-orange lava, plummeted into the
water.

Energy rebounded, entering me through
my outstretched arms, and, in the process, quenching my thirst for
metal. The one thing I’d spent my life hating, now fueled my gift
and invigorated me to the point I thought I’d fly. It surged
through my veins in a heated comfort I’d never
experienced.

Seeking metal, it slid through my body
and morphed into something entirely different. Only two thoughts
consumed me―protect our craft and my friends. Energy surged to my
fingers. Fisting them, I pivoted and faced the Wasters. Without
thinking, I released it at the hissing, hungry
creatures.

A strobe of yellow and orange ignited
the area.

Light! No! Pain!
Stop! Guttural cries filtered through my
implant.

Ignoring their pleas, I forced the
remaining remnants of power and laughed as snarling and rippling,
the Wasters turned on one another, attacking and fighting for their
own salvation.

As the last bolt of energy flew free,
I sank to the ground. Every atom of my body throbbed in protest at
my abuse after months of atrophy. That I saved us, even in my
weakened state, awed and frightened me.

Darkness had returned to the alley,
the Wasters’ cries silenced.

Grinning, Ryder wrapped his arms
around me and lifted me into the air. “Amazing.”

“Wow.” Even through the
breather, I could hear the awe in the captain’s muffled
voice.

Surprise at what I’d
accomplished finally hit me as my body warmed with the realization
and knowledge that undiscovered abilities lay dormant, just waiting
to be unleashed. What
power, I wondered, would show itself if I practiced?

Ryder helped Penton up and placed
Raeth in his arms. Then he gathered me to him and carried me in the
cradle of his embrace. “Let’s go.”

As the captain approached the boat, a
door slid along the brushed metallic hull, exposing the dim
interior. Once aboard, we removed our masks. Penton settled Raeth
on a long, gold cushioned bench as Ryder took the other end,
sitting with me on his lap. Wooden shelves rested on brass
supports, flanking two large, gold lined windows.

Captain Paulson grinned. “We best get
moving. We don’t want to run into any more of the queen’s
scouts.”

Bendar patted my knee. “Proud.” Before
I could say a word, he joined the captain at the front windshield
and focused his attention on the controls.

As I relaxed against Ryder’s chest, he
tipped my chin up and kissed me, first on my forehead, then the tip
of my nose, and finally, my lips. Each touch of his lips soothed my
nerves, left me in a puddle of longing, and the creatures’ mantra
finally faded into oblivion.

I looked over at Penton and took in
his increasingly worried expression. “How is she?”

“I’m not sure. I thought
when her fever broke, it meant she was getting better. But now it’s
back.”

I scooted off Ryder’s lap, slid down
the sofa-bench, and brushed Raeth’s hair from her forehead. “She’ll
be fine.”

“I’m scared,” Penton
choked, wiping away gushing tears with the back of his
hand.

I rubbed his arm. “We all are. But
Captain Paulson said they’ll administer the antidote as soon as we
get to the Arc. For now, she’s sedated. That will slow the
toxins.”

“I know. But I won’t stop
worrying until she wakes and I see her smile back at me.” Penton
scooted under Raeth, rested her head on his lap, and lightly traced
her finely arched eyebrows. “I’m a man. I’m supposed to protect
her. I hate being helpless, unable to do anything for her. I’ve
lost everyone from when I was young. I’ve seen family and friends
executed, marched to the center of the square and gunned down.
Never has my chest been so tight I thought my heart would break.”
He gasped. “I can’t lose her.”

“You won’t. She’s strong.
And your being with her is all she needs. Trust me. She knows you
love her. That’s giving her the strength to fight this. And,
Penton, that’s all she wants.”

He squeezed my hand, but never moved
his gaze from her face. Sniffling, he dipped his chin to his chest
to hide his tear-streaked cheeks.

“Things are different now.
She’s strong, part of the Triune. This toxin won’t take her down.
I’ve seen her face much worse. Trust me. I know in my heart she’ll
be okay.”

He nodded, but pulled her tight to his
chest.

I returned to Ryder, curled up on his
lap, and nuzzled his neck. “You all right?” I murmured.

“Believe it or not, I am. I
know she’s gonna be fine. That sister of mine is one tough girl.
Like you.”

“Really? You think I’m
strong?”

“More than anyone I know.”
Ryder stroked my hair.

The boat roared to life and shot
forward, skipping along the surface of the water. Ryder grabbed me
and clamped me to him to prevent us from flying about the cabin as
the boat barreled down the open waterway toward the Arc.

“What do you think he’ll be
like?” I asked.

“Your father?” At my nod,
Ryder kissed and hugged me to him. “He’ll be awesome.”

“Why do you think
that?”

Ryder stroked his thumb up and down my
shoulder. “Because he’s your dad. That alone makes him
amazing.”

I smacked his chest. “You’re
impossible.”

“So I’ve been
told.”

I turned and straddled him, resting my
hands against his chest. “I’m scared. Most of my life, I’ve thought
he was dead. Now, in the past few months I’ve learned my father’s
alive and all my childhood memories were implanted. Except for
Bendar’s love, nothing before I met you and Raeth was
true.”

Ryder brushed my hair from my face.
“I’d do anything to see my parents again…just once, and you get
to.”

“I understand how you feel,
I really do. But imagine if you discovered today that they were
alive, and then you learned everything you thought about your
childhood was a lie.”

Ryder patted my knee. “That isn’t
possible. I saw them beheaded. There’s no chance they’re alive
now.”

“I know, but just imagine
it was possible. How would you feel?”

His brow furrowed and he scrubbed his
chin. “Confused, I guess. But, I’d still take one or both of my
parents any way I could get them.”

It was easy for him to say that. His
parents’ hadn’t implanted false memories, led a rebellion, and
abandoned him into the hands of a wicked aunt. Ryder loved me, and
I knew he’d be at my side regardless of what happened with
Harrison. But he hadn’t lived my life and didn’t understand my
emotional turmoil.

Ryder pulled my head to his chest.
“Don’t think so much. It’ll all be fine. Rest. Soon, we’ll be in
safe hands.”

Would
we?

I stared out the window over his
shoulder, studying the carnage lining the banks of the river. Over
turned ships with rusted hulls, crumbled buildings, their large
blocks littering the shore.

Kilometer after kilometer, everything
I saw was barren, lifeless land. No plants, no life of any kind.
What had happened here? I couldn’t absorb what I was seeing. I’d
grown up surrounded by destruction due to the queen’s actions, but
at least her citizens attempted to rebuild. So, why hadn’t these
people?

“We’re getting close,”
Paulson shouted out.

Bendar’s stool wobbled left then right
as he hopped off it and trotted over to Raeth. “Little one.
Strong.”

“Yes, she is,” I said,
leaning forward. Raeth’s dented, weathered metal leg caught my
attention. The leg the queen had implanted on her.

The world had attacked Raeth with
claws of hatred and ignorance. She was a Neumarian who had survived
a Slag implant. As a result, she’d suffered more in life due to her
heritage and that shiny, metal leg than I ever had at the queen’s
hand.

Paulson yelled over his shoulder,
“Don’t be alarmed by the guards who’ll board and search
you.”

“Search us?” I
asked.

“Yes. Eight months ago, a
suicide bomber took out a dozen of our friends. Tight security has
been enforced since and outsiders aren't trusted until they’ve
proven themselves.”

Ryder cocked his head to the side.
“Even the daughter of the rebellion’s leader?”

The captain raised an eyebrow. “If you
were the queen, what weapon would you send to take out the
ENR?”

“Weapon? Me?” Could it be
true? It was something the queen would do. It was perverted enough
to appeal to her. And if she’d turned me into a weapon, Harrison’s
murderer, she would accomplish three things without personal risk.
Exact her revenge on Harrison, destroy the resistance, and get rid
of me.

Spotting Ryder’s mounting anger at
this perceived insult, I raised a hand, silencing him. “Captain
Paulson’s right. Knowing my aunt and her actions, we can only
assume she’s capable of this. While I believe I’m exactly who we
think I am, it’s prudent to take these precautions.”

Ryder cradled my cheek. “No, Baby. Not
possible. I see your soul, your love. It’s pure and that witch
couldn’t have altered you to the point where you’d kill your own
father.”

“No? Then why have we
survived every attempt made on our lives? How, over these last few
months, have we avoided being caught or noticed by one of her scout
ships? Couldn’t she be tracking us, waiting for us to lead her
straight to the ENR? Even when we arrived at Captain Paulson’s ship
there were scout ships present. How did they locate us?”

Ryder’s eyes widened and I saw the
glint of belief that what I said was true. “No. It’s not
possible.”

“I see it in your eyes.
You’re wondering, too.”

The captain halted in front of me.
“Semara, if you think this is a possibility, I’ll need to separate
you from the others. We can’t risk bringing you into the Arc.
There’s a secure location outside, but I warn you, it is a make
shift prison and interrogation facility.”

Ryder pushed himself between us. “This
is unacceptable. We did not escape the Tower only to be imprisoned
in Middle Europe. Is this how the ENR works? Trading sides and
torturing your own?”

Paulson’s jaw hardened. “There is no
need to be alarmed. We are not the Upper European Council. Semara
will not be interrogated. Her treatment will be that due royalty.
Her stay in the secure location will last only until you are
cleared. The rest of you will remain at the Arc while we sort this
out.”

Ryder’s glare confirmed his rejection
of Paulson’s peace offering. “I refuse to leave Semara’s side. I
swore on my honor and my love that I’d never desert her and I’m not
starting now.”

“It’s okay, Ryder.” I slid
between the two angry men. “I’ll be fine. And it’s temporary,
correct?” I asked the captain.

“Yes. Your father won’t
accept anything less. Once we’ve proven you don’t have an implanted
tracker and your brain hasn’t been altered, you’ll be cleared and
can enter the Arc. Also, it’s critical we get Raeth to the doctors
and cured. Then the Triune can be reunited as
prophesied.”

At Ryder’s snicker, I huffed. “I’ve
already taken care of the tracker.”

Paulson eyebrows rose to his hairline.
“How?”

“I found it in my brain and
melted it. Remember, my gift’s metal.”

His eyes shot wide. “Without damaging
your brain?”

I nodded.

“All the more reason to
make sure she is clean. Semara possesses amazing power. If I hadn’t
witnessed her ability to neutralize the threat of the Wasters, I
wouldn’t have believed it. And when I tell others, they’ll believe
it’s a tall tale.” He bowed before us. “You three are truly the
Triune and our only hope of winning the battle between Kantians and
Neumarians. You must trust me, Ryder. Not just Semara, but Raeth
and you are our hope for the future. I swear upon my family name, I
will not allow anyone to harm Semara.”

“Thank you, Captain.” I
faced Ryder and squeezed his hand. “Go with Penton and Raeth. They
need your strength and gift. Don’t worry about me. I’ll join you
soon.”

No sooner had I reassured him then a
contingent of men boarded the boat and searched us. Unlike the UE’s
guards, none of them wore a uniform. Instead, their civilian
clothing had rips and was worn to bare threads.

As one of them approached Raeth,
Penton shoved the guard away from her.

An older gentlemen raised a scanner.
“Please, son, we must search her, but don’t fear, I won’t touch
her. We’re only looking for trackers, communications devices, and
weapons manufactured by the queen.”

Penton cradled Raeth against his chest
as he followed the movements of each man. “Use your scanner, but
hurry. Raeth requires the toxin cure immediately.”

When the man finished, he bowed his
head to each of us. “It is an honor to meet you at last. Please,
come with me.”

The captain stepped forward. “Semara
will not be joining us. I’m having her transferred to the
interrogation facility.”

The guard in front of me almost
dropped his scanner before regaining his composure, throwing his
shoulders back. “I must take her to General Harrison,” he said,
meeting the captain’s unblinking gaze.

“If you question my
decision, then contact him and tell him there is fear she is
compromised.”

For a minute, I wondered if this would
turn into a staring contest. As if knowing I was going to
interrupt, Ryder squeezed my hand. The guard blinked first, then
looked down at his scanner, lifted his gaze to me and touched his
ear. “Sir, Captain Paulson believes Ms. Semara Valderak is
compromised and wishes to transfer her to the interrogation
facility outside the Arc.”

Silence.

My heart thrummed, waiting for my
father to contradict the captain’s decision. I’d have to
insist.

“No, sir, the scanner found
nothing…But, sir…Yes, sir.” Visibly upset, he touched his ear
again.

Before he could speak, I touched his
arm. As I did, I felt Ryder send soothing energy into me which
flowed into the guard. “Please don’t worry about me. Do as Captain
Paulson commands. Even if you’ve been ordered to take me to the
Arc, I won’t enter it. I refuse to risk you or your
people.”

Frowning, he dropped his gaze to the
floor then shot the young guard at his side an angry glare. “Escort
her to the interrogation facility. Once she’s secure, General
Bellator will join her.” With a jerky nod to the captain, he
marched to the gangway, clutched the bar at the side of the door,
and, after a brief glance over his shoulder, strode from the
craft.


Chapter Twenty-Three

 


 


With each step down the grungy cement
stairs, my anxiety heightened.

Pop!

I flinched at the exploding luminary,
worried my emotions had raised the temperature to the point it
shattered. However, considering the dungeon-esque feel to the
place, the loss of a few lights only added to the
ambience.

“Control yourself,” an old
guard warned, shoving me forward.

“Take it easy, Major
Stevens.”

“Yes, sir, Colonel Marks.”
Major Steven’s raspy voice aired resentment, but I wasn’t sure if
it was directed at me or the colonel.

I scanned my new lodgings. For a
second, I doubted my sanity at forcing Ryder to accompany Penton
and Raeth. Yet I knew I was safe, for now, and should Raeth not be
cured, Ryder’s guilt over not being at her side would have
destroyed him. I’d never forgive myself for not being by her side,
but I had to face this…alone.

The shuffled steps of the guards
reminded me I wasn’t really alone, but the enormity of the
situation left me feeling lost. At the moment, I longed for Raeth’s
ability to check out, to detach from reality and make it all just
go away.

My early memories were false, but
they’d saved my sanity. Gave me something to cling to all those
years. A hope of a happier life.

I knew deep down that Harrison hadn’t
truly abandoned me. He’d left me in Bendar’s care, had trusted him
to protect me as best as he could. And when the queen captured us,
Bendar had implanted the false memories in an attempt to create a
refuge from the horror facing me. It had provided me with the
perfect escape.

Yet, uncertainty tore at the princess
facade I’d perfected. Feelings of abandonment still scratched at my
reasoning, but I squared my shoulders and continued following the
guards into a dark tunnel at the bottom of the stairs. No matter
what they did, it couldn’t be worse than what I’d endured aboard
the queen’s ship.

On my sixteenth birthday, her techs
had sliced open my chest to remove my heart and replace it with a
mechanical one, while I lay awake, feeling every cut, smelling the
blood and stench of burned flesh. But Ryder had rescued me, healed
me, and finally, brought me back to life, in more ways than
one.

I rolled my shoulders, surprised at
the tickle that skipped along my nerves. The dimness lessened in
the dank hall and I looked down, my eyes widening. Amber glowed
from my fingertips.

That’s new, and just what
I don’t need right now.

I shoved my hands into my pockets and
focused on the earthy coolness of the underground tunnel. If my
gift was morphing into something more, it couldn’t have chosen a
worse time. I prayed the guards wouldn’t see my gift as a weapon
that would be turned on their leader.

Regardless of what happened, I would
face it bravely and with honor. I was bred to be a princess. The
leader of the Neumarian rebellion was my father. I was Bendar’s
daughter by my choice. I was part of the Triune. I was a survivor
of the queen.

I would show no fear.

The last luminary exploded into dust
beside us.

A moment later, Major Stevens shoved
me into the first door on the right, then onto a chair near a
wooden table secured to the floor.

“Told you to take it easy,”
Colonel Marks warned.

The room only contained chairs, a
table, a wooden box, and a dark window. Not a window, a one-way
mirror, used to observe interrogations from another room. I’d
witnessed many through such mirrors as a child on the queen’s ship.
Her way of reminding me what would happen should I
disobey?

Once seated, I noticed a series of
scratches on the tabletop. I traced the marks, my fingers drifting
to an unusual handle in the middle. The longer I studied it, the
greater my anxiety grew. From my experience, it could serve only
one purpose—to secure prisoners during interrogations or
torture.

My hand shook, tapping my rugged-edged
nails against the handle.

“Don’t touch that,” Major
Stevens barked before waving two hulky guards forward.

Unlike my escorts to the underground,
their matching dark pants and brown vests had the look of a
uniform. But it was the several pairs of goggles hanging from their
belts that worried me. Reaching us, they knelt, each slipping a
drill from their belt.

Breew!
Clank!

A guard smacked a run-away screw with
his gloved hand, halting it by his knee. He pocketed it and
reattached his drill to his belt. With the help of the other, they
each gripped an end of the table, and removed it from the
room.

Only chairs and the wooden box
remained. I gazed at my reflection in the window. The image of a
dirty, exhausted woman with apprehensive eyes stared back at me. If
I hadn’t known I was the only female present, I wouldn’t have
recognized myself.

Licking my lips, I willed whoever
stood hidden behind the glass, watching me, to reveal
themselves.

“General Bellator will be
with you soon,” Colonel Marks announced. With a thin, tight smile,
he touched his ear piece, then reached down to the wooden box,
opened it, and tugged free several meters of chain. At each end
were handcuffs.

Inhaling, I rested fists on my knees,
preparing myself for being shackled. It was nothing new. The queen
had demanded I be manacled to a wall, with my arms and legs spread
prior to receiving punishment. Being immobilized ensured the techs
could repair the damage and no one would discover her cruelty when
she used an energy whip on my back.

I forced myself to unclench my fingers
and retreated behind the emotional wall of protection I’d erected
years ago. In silence, I watched the man seated across from me as
he twisted the chains into a ball. Without word or gesture, he
strode from the room, the only noise coming from a few dangling
links striking the ground with each step. The door squeaked shut
behind him.

With the exception of being
underground and surrounded by earth instead of metal, I might as
well have been aboard the queen’s ship. Nothing was different—four
walls, dim light, and the stench of hopeless
desperation.

As the minutes passed, I felt more and
more like a bug under glass. My solitary confinement wouldn’t be so
bad, if not for the watchdog behind the mirror. Fighting to
maintain my composure, I fantasized about my father, the great
Neumarian General. I just hoped he didn’t resemble anything like
the general on the queen’s ship. A sweaty brow, foul breath, and
belly protruding beneath a stiff military jacket. Mementos of his
acts of cruelty displayed as medals, marching across his
chest.

Keeping my posture rigid, I rose and
approached the dark mirror. Head cocked to the side and gaze
narrowed, I focused all my energy on the glass before me,
struggling to see into the darkness behind it.

Nothing. Not even the hint of an
outline. I wasn’t surprised it hadn’t worked. The queen’s ship had
similar mirrors that allowed her to spy, unseen, on her crew. She
trusted no one.

I allowed a small smile to curve my
lips, the glass reflecting the image of a princess at her most
self-assured. “If my father, your general, is unavailable or too
frightened to meet me until after I’m declared safe, then send
someone in immediately to interrogate and clear me. Otherwise, I’m
leaving. I’m sure you’ll know after debriefing Captain Paulson that
I can leave this,” I motioned to the room, “establishment whenever
I wish.”

I walked to the bolted metal door and
pressed my hand against it. “I loath to melt this into slag, but I
will,” I said dramatically, staring over my shoulder at the mirror
as the rivets on the door began to glow red.

Immediately, the room behind the
mirror became visible. I nodded, accepting their acquiesce to my
show of power. Striding across the room, I halted before the
mirror.

In the center of the room sat a man.
His rigid posture resembled a Kantian with a metal back plate. His
cold, hardened gaze met mine. If it weren’t for his silver blond
hair and silver eyes which were identical to mine, I wouldn’t have
recognized him.

“I take it you’re my
father, General Harrison Bellator.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

 


 


“Hello, Semara,” he said,
his voice as cold and distant as his eyes.

“A pleasure to finally meet
you, General Bellator,” I returned in the same emotionless
tone.

He didn’t flinch. There wasn’t a hint
of surprise or sadness at my refusal to acknowledge him as my
father.

A thin, yet powerful man faced me from
the other side of the glass. It wasn’t just our eye and hair color
that was the same. The angle of his jaw matched mine,
too.

What do I say to this man
who’s a stranger to me?

Yes, he’d abandoned me as a child.
Yes, I’d been taken by the queen and had suffered. Yet, if I
hadn’t, would I be the woman Ryder loved? Would I be part of the
Triune? Somehow, I doubted it. Yet, the little girl who had lost
her daddy cried at the sight of the man in front of her, studying
her without a scintilla of emotion in his expression.

Disappointment welled up inside me,
joining my frustration. “Why are you behind this?” I tapped the
glass. “Worried your daughter might kill you?”

“Because you stated you’re
a weapon for the queen. Precautions are being taken.”

“If I remember correctly, I
never said that. When Captain Paulson said we needed to be scanned
for tracking devices, I volunteered that I’d discovered the
one Auntie implanted in my head. She couldn’t have me hiding from her
when she wanted to punish me, after all. But I melted it without
harming my brain months ago. Though, I did question how the queen
managed to follow my friends and I with such precision, to be
everywhere we were. For her to do so, means only one thing. You
have a spy within your organization, Father.”

Finally, a reaction, though I hadn’t
expected him to turn as white as snow. But I was willing to take
whatever I could get if it broke his rigidity.

However, it didn’t last, his face soon
returning to its original stony expression.

“How are my friends? Could
your medics cure Raeth?”

“Raeth is recovering in the
clinic with the boy named Penton at her side. The others are in the
mess hall.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Other than the
Wasters, you’ve never been in any true danger.”

“Really? Someday, we must
discuss yours and my differing definitions of danger, especially
when the queen saw me as her plaything for ten years.”

Once again, he blanched.

“I see Bendar’s told you of
my life aboard her ship. At least, we have that out of the way.
Saved me the embarrassment of explaining all the scars.” My fingers
unconsciously brushed my last birthday present from the queen, a
faded white line running from my lower sternum to my
neck.

I knew my smile looked hallow,
reflecting how I felt.

Fatigue swamped me, my body weakened
by the effects of hunger and no sleep for several days. In an
attempt to maintain my nonchalant facade, I leaned my shoulder
against the mirror and crossed my arms over my chest. “If you’ve
known where I was all this time, did you also shove a tracker in my
brain before you abandoned me? Did you send me to the queen so that
you could infiltrate her council to win the war? Is that all I was?
A pawn?”

He stood and, with a heavy step,
approached me. With a shaking hand, he grasped the molding around
the window as his breath misted the glass.

“I see I hit a nerve. So,
the almighty General of the Army was so cunning he used his only
daughter to gain inside information on the queen. Do the Neumarians
worship you? Do they believe you’re some paragon of virtue and
honor your undying love for your murdered wife?” I continued to
hold his unflinching gaze. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell your secret,
how you abandoned me to my homicidal aunt. And I don’t expect you
to play Daddy either. Bendar’s all the father I’ll ever need.”

I jerked when my communicator buzzed
and searched the room for an intruder.

There was no implant or
tracker, Semara. It was never needed. I never truly left you. We’re
linked mentally, though you weren’t aware of it. While you can’t
read minds, I can. He let out a heavy
sigh. As for an interrogation, it’s
unneeded. Your anger allowed me to bypass your shields and learn
the truth. Despite your controlled, royal demeanor, I’ve seen how
my actions have hurt you, which you’ve turned to unbridled
anger.

I faced the window, my hands pressed
against the glass. “Get out of my head. You’re invasion of my mind
is a violation I can’t accept. Get out of my head and stay
out.”

Perhaps I’m more of a
father to a teenage girl than you realize.

“You have no rights as a
father over me. Those belong to Bendar.”

Memories of Old Chicago, Mags saving
us from the queen’s assassins, and spending the night wrapped in
Ryder’s arms rolled through my mind. They were so real, I felt as I
did when I first experienced them.

My eyes widened then narrowed.
Mounting waves of outrage tore through me. “You have no right.
Those memories are mine alone. Stay. Out. Of. My. Head,” I snarled,
banging the glass as I said the last five words.

“I have no interest in your
romance with that boy.” His palm flattened on the glass,
overlapping mine. “However, I do want to know what happened when
you escaped the queen’s ship.”

“You want to know?” At his
nod, I suppressed the smile that threatened to break free. I’d not
only let him see what had happened, but experience every second of
terror I’d endure during my decade with my aunt.

Closing my eyes, I brought the
memories to the forefront of my mind.

Raeth’s torture…the sound of the
saw…the blood…my failure as a friend…her near death…my pushing her
from the air ship. Acid burned my throat as it rose with the images
of the general’s pawing and beatings. I was alone, with no one
except a little man hiding in the ventilation system to protect
me.

The memory surfaced of the woman I’d
believed my mother ordering a total slag conversion for any
perceived betrayal. Strapped to a metal frame, a laser sliced
through my chest wall, exposing my heart as the stench of burned
skin permeated the air.

Stop! His voice blasted through my mind.

I ignored him. Over the past few
months, I hadn’t dwelled on the preceding ten years. There hadn’t
been time. But there was now, and with luck, I might exorcise some
demons.

Knowing we were still mentally locked
together, I forced us both to return to my aunt’s cruelty and
relive the atrocity together…my near death. Smears of crimson
covered the floor as I sought release from the torment through
willing myself dead.

A ventilation cover crashed to the
floor. An unknown man, wearing a slave collar, jumped from the
tube. Blurs of movement as techs rushed to push alarms. Then
crippling cold surrounded me. Techs dropped dead to the floor. I
was hoisted and dragged through the ventilation system. Then
blackness crowded my vision. And nothing.

Darkness replaced by swirls of gold
and brown. I was in a cavern. The slave’s bloody hands covered my
naked chest. I burned from the inside out.

Next surfaced a haunting nightmare. A
silver-blond haired little girl huddled in a bolt hole, her doll
clutched to her chest as she sobbed for her mother. A hand clamped
over her mouth. An unseen and unknown woman ordered her and her
father’s presence. Her mother refused to exchange her life for
theirs. The woman laughed. A muffled thud, then the sound of
something rolling.

For the first time, I saw my
loneliness reflected in someone else’s expression.

Stop! I beg you!
Stop! His heartbroken sobs reverberated in
my mind.

For a second, I almost broke. Then my
determination stiffened. We had yet to resolve whether I’d be
released and rejoin my friends. “Have you discovered in your tour
of my mind if I’m a spy or traitor to your people? Am I wired to
kill the one person the queen hates more than me? I can certainly
show you more if you’re still unconvinced.”

“Stop and think, Semara.
You were brought here so we could learn if you’re a threat to the
rebellion. Do you want to unknowingly endanger thousands of men,
women, and children because you’re hurt and angry?”

“I wonder why I’d feel like
that. Could it be that in the past two weeks I learned my memories
of us together in the Resort Territory were all a lie? Or could it
be the discovery that my beloved, perfect father hadn’t died but
allowed the queen to take me?”

His face remained blank, displaying
nothing. “You’re wrong about…She kidnapped you. I tried to save
you.”

I nearly snorted. “So you
say. But regardless of whether I was kidnapped or you abandoned me,
the fact is you left me in the care
of my aunt for ten years. If we had indeed been
linked mentally the entire time as you said, then I didn’t need to
show you my memories. You already saw everything as it happened.” I
couldn’t suppress my sneer any longer. “Yet, it was Ryder who
rescued me. Not you.”

He crossed his arms over his chest as
he leaned against the window’s frame, his stony expression giving
nothing away.

“You got what you wanted.
Having me unknowingly spy on the queen for you. And now you have
the Triune.” I held his unflinching gaze with mine. “If you expect
me to lend you my power, the power of the Triune, I suggest you
release me.”

He stared at me a moment as silence
descended. Then he faced the corner of the room, his lips moving
but I could no longer hear what he said. As he strode from the
room, the glass darkened again until all I could see was my
reflection.

Before I could cross the room to melt
the door, it flung open, hitting the wall with a loud thud. Tall,
proud, and powerful, my father stood in the opening, a few meters
from me.

Ten long years I’d believed he was
dead. Now, we stood in the same room. Relief and joy grappled with
my earlier bitterness and pain, until finally exhaustion won
out.

I moved sluggishly toward him, halting
a few inches away. “I’d like to join my companions.”

“We’re not leaving here
yet.” Harrison pivoted and crossed the hall to another room as
Major Stevens ushered me forward. Minutes later, we sat in wooden
chairs, facing one another across a solid, oak table.

Grinning, I rapped my knuckles against
the surface. “Worried?”

“No, but I also didn’t want
my chair melted out from underneath me.” His smile surprised me.
Maybe he was more than an emotionless husk of a
Neumarian.

He tipped his chair back and motioned
the guards from the room.

“But, sir?”

“Leave us,” he commanded.
Once the door closed behind them, his chair slammed back down onto
the floor. Resting his elbows on the table, he met my gaze. “We’re
alone now. I know you have questions, so ask them.”

Where do I
begin?

“Why does the queen hate
you…us?”

Harrison pinched the bridge of his
nose then sighed. “From our first meeting to the day she died, I
thought your mother was the most beautiful woman who ever walked
the Earth. She was also the kindest and most loving person I’ve
ever known.”

“Wouldn’t Aunt Mandesa have
been happy for you? That her sister was happy and in
love?”

“Yes, you’d think so.
Unfortunately, I met Mandesa first while we were in college. To me,
she was a lab partner, nothing more. Maybe that’s why I didn’t
realize she’d built a fantasy world where we’d be together for
life.” He shook his head. “After I met Lanena, all other women
ceased to exist for me. But Mandesa couldn’t accept that I loved
Lanena and not her.”

“Jealousy? She hates us,
killed Mother, and tried to wipe out the entire Neumarian race,
destroying the planet in the process, because she was
jealous?”

He raised a hand. “You want me to tell
this story or not?”

I sighed and waved my hand toward him.
“Continue.”

“After your mother and I
married, I wanted to return to my family home and teach science.
But she was driven to discover a cure for the genetic defect that
had caused her mother’s death during childbirth and…I couldn’t
refuse Lanena anything.” He dropped his gaze to the table. “I
didn’t learn the truth until some months later. Mandesa blamed her
for their mother’s death and tormented Lanena incessantly, never
letting her forget her guilt.”

For several long minutes, he was
silent, his gaze distant, as though he’d gotten lost in his
memories.

“Harrison?”

He jerked. “Sorry.” He closed his eyes
and took a deep breath, exhaling slowly.

When he opened them again, pain unlike
anything I’d ever seen stared at me. I felt the urge to reach
across the table and gather him into a hug, to let him know I
understood. But my lingering bitterness from our discussion in the
interrogation room held me back.

“Mandesa’s biological
mother was a drug addict,” he continued. “When your aunt was a few
months old, she was removed from the hellhole her mother lived in
and adopted.”

“Adopted? I thought my
mother was her younger sister.”

“She was, though not by
blood. Mandesa was six when her adopted mother, Marie, got
pregnant. Five months into the pregnancy, her doctor ordered full
bed rest. She was high risk for having a premature delivery, so
keeping her calm and inactive was the only way they could ensure
she made it full term.

“A few months later,
Mandesa’s biological mother showed up on their doorstep, demanding
money. It didn’t matter how many times George sent her away or how
much money they gave her. Finally, the harassment became too much
for Marie. She went into premature labor and died while giving
birth. George blamed Mandesa, saying she was poison.”

A part of me felt sympathy for that
lonely, helpless child. But still… “That’s no excuse to murder
countless humans and Neumarians.”

“You’re right.”

“Was Mother
human?”

“No. Earlier on, I’d
suspected that Lanena was also gifted, so after we were married, I
told her the truth about my gift, making her swear to keep the
secret, especially from Mandesa. From childhood, we were taught to
only share the knowledge of our gifts with those we
trusted.”

“Then how did Mandesa learn
about Neumarians?”

“That was my fault. In the
community where I grew up, we used our gifts to help people.
Because mine deals with manipulating the mind, I was able to cure
some mental illnesses, such as schizophrenia. I thought if I could
heal Mandesa’s insanity, Lanena and I could return to my family
home. I was desperate to free her from Mandesa’s torment.” His hand
clenched into a fist and hammered the table’s surface a few times
before relaxing again.

“Telling Mandesa about my
therapy work back home, I convinced her to do a session with me.”
Leaning back in his chair, he exhaled heavily. “I should’ve known
when she insisted we talk in her office, something wasn’t right. I
was so stupid.”

“What happened?”

“I attempted to replace her
childhood memories of hostility and neglect with ones of love and
security.”

“I take it that it didn’t
work?” I said, trying to keep the sarcasm from my voice.

“Worse, without my
knowledge she filmed the entire session. The more times she watched it, the more incensed she
became.”

“I can see why she’d feel
violated.” Hadn’t I felt the same just a little while ago in the
interrogation room? “But wouldn’t that just make her hate you, and
possibly, Mama? Why does she hate all Neumarians, and believes them
to be dangerous killers?”

“She doesn’t. It’s all just
a ruse. She wants our powers for herself. Unbeknownst to your
mother or I, Mandesa had been watching us, and suspected we were
different. You see, the only thing that makes us genetically
different from humans is the presence of a special gene that
Neumarians pass down to their children.

“Knowing Lanena was
desperate for a baby, Mandesa convinced her that her only hope for
having a child was to find a cure for the defective Neumarian gene.
She used your mother like a guinea pig, running tests and taking
blood samples.” Again, his hands clenched into tight fists. “I’d
never trusted Mandesa, so one night, I snuck into the lab. But I
was too late. Mandesa had already gotten the data she wanted and
Lanena was pregnant.”

His eyes grew distant. “She was so
happy when she told me that night.”

Silence spread between us as he got
lost in his memories again.

“What happened after you
found out Mama was pregnant?”

His gaze locked on mine. “I told her
the truth. That Mandesa had only been using her, everything she’d
said was a lie. Playing dumb, we continued to work in the lab with
Mandesa. I had to know what she was planning. Several months later,
Lanena woke in a cold sweat and demanded I swear upon my family
name that, should the worse happen, I’d choose our baby’s life over
hers. In hindsight, I believe her gift allowed her to see her own
destiny, she was to offer her life to save yours.”

He took in a long breath.
“I convinced her we had to leave immediately. Within days of us
going into hiding, Mandesa released the video she’d recorded of our
session to the world and funding poured in for her
research.” He nearly
laughed.

I tilted my head to the side.
“Research?”

“So she called it. She
convinced people that Neumarians were the result of a genetic
defect. That we were the trash of the human race and the
problem needed to be
rectified. If left unchecked, the Neumarians would run rampant,
exploding in uncontrollable aggression and killing everyone we met.
She insisted we needed to be put down like the rabid animals we
were.”

“But,” I leaned forward,
“why did the public believe her? I mean, Neumarians were
everywhere. If you didn’t have one in the family, you knew one,
right?”

“Fear. She released dozens
of fabricated recordings to prove her claims and her lies took on a
life of their own. People committed unthinkable acts against, not
only Neumarians, but other humans they suspected of carrying the
gene.” Harrison closed his eyes and sighed. “I’ll never forget the
day I witnessed a small child being murdered by his own
father.”

When he opened his eyes again, they
were glossy with unshed tears.

“Mandesa had just released
a clip to a news station. In it, a young boy burns his parents and
siblings to death. But no matter how realistic she made it seem, I
knew it wasn’t true. There’s a strong bond between Neumarian
parents and their children. Not only that, but a child couldn’t
hurt their own family even if they wanted to. Their abilities are
too undeveloped at that age to cause any harm. However, humans, in
their ignorance, would believe anything.”

Harrison buried his face in his hands,
as though trying to hide from the images that haunted
him.

“In a home near Chicago,”
he continued in a muffled voice, “a young family happened to see
the clip, along with Mandesa’s speech about what they’d just seen.
As bad luck would have it, a little boy came into the living room
just then to show his daddy how he could make fire. The child
wasn’t even a Neumarian. He’d been working on a magic trick from a
book.” He dropped his hands away and shook his head. “When the
little boy struck the hidden match near his baby sister, his father
picked up a bat and hit him in the head. It was a gut reaction. The
father didn’t mean to do it, but that’s what Mandesa had created, a
rift between human and Neumarian. One that started with my
ignorance and carelessness,” he said, shaking his head again.
“Within a year, the rift between humans and Neumarians had grown
out of control and war had begun.”

“Wasn’t your fault,” I
muttered. If we were going to point fingers, Mandesa’s adopted
father or her addict mother were to blame. Perhaps Harrison had
made some mistakes. Perhaps things could have been different. But
regardless of how the past had played out, my aunt still made her
own decisions. She, alone, was responsible.

I said nothing for a long time, my
silence the only comfort I could give him at that moment. Then,
finally, I asked, “Where did you go?”

“We had a small cabin at
the base of an isolated mountain. I’d thought we’d be safe there,
but Mandesa was obsessed with finding us.”

“Why?”

“Lanena was her only
family. George never did forgive Mandesa for what happened to
Marie. And I think he suspected her in the death of his son,
Lanena’s half-brother, as well. He refused to have anything to do
with Mandesa after that, so Lanena became her whole world, until I
took Lanena from her.”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows
on the table top, his chin in his hands. “In her delusional state,
Mandesa believed if the pregnancy was terminated, Lanena would
return to her side. By the time you were born, I think she realized
Lanena would never leave us, so killing you and me became her
obsession.”

As Harrison’s story unfolded and each
piece of the puzzle fell into place, it only led to more questions.
“Why’d she kill Mother if she wanted them to be
together?”

“When Lanena chose me over
Mandesa, she’d committed the ultimate act of betrayal in Mandesa’s
eyes. I think some part of Mandesa believed Lanena would eventually
see reason and come crawling back to her. But when she finally
found us and your mother refused to give us up…” He broke off,
rubbing tears from his eyes.

“How did she find you?” I
asked softly. I felt a ping of guilt for forcing him to stay
trapped in the memory but I had to know.

He cleared his throat then
took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “While your mother and I
were in hiding, Mandesa used her newly acquired authority and
funding to create test labs and facilities where terrified humans
sent their children for reconditioning. And we could do
nothing but watch in horror as the nightmare unfolded.” He looked
at me pleadingly then. “Please understand, Semara, for us to do
anything else meant risking you.”

I stared at him in disbelief. Seeing
the years of guilt etched in the lines of his face only made my own
more unbearable. How many countless lives had been destroyed or
drastically altered because of me? How would the world have turned
out if I’d never been born, if my mother had never
conceived?

My existence was at the root of
everything.

It was a cruel irony. As part of the
Triune, Fate had given me the chance to end the evil the queen had
brought to the world because of me.

I swallowed around the lump in my
throat, and nodded for Harrison to continue.

“In the months after we
fled, I learned a friend was being held in one of Mandesa’s
prisons. I couldn’t sit by and do nothing any longer. I got him out
and together with his wife, and several others, we created an
underground to help Neumarians escape persecution. But one of
Mandesa’s spies infiltrated our system, decapitating our friends
and other innocent Neumarians. Only one survived. He tried to send
word to us, but it came too late. Mandesa had already stormed our
cabin with her personal guard.”

Pain and guilt sagged his broad
shoulders.

Though we were practically strangers,
we’d both been through so much. Both lost people we cared about.
And for the first time, I felt the desire to let go of my hurt and
anger, to find a way to forgive the man before me.

As I started to reach across the table
to grab his hand, to feel his warmth for the first time in over ten
years, a knock sounded on the door behind me. Across the table, the
man who’d just bared his soul disappeared, replaced by the stoic,
proud general.

“As you said, Semara,
you’re part of the Triune and the key to transferring the power
from the Kantians to the Neumarians. You, Raeth, and Ryder are our
only hope if we are ever going to be free.”

 



Chapter Twenty-Five

 


 


“Take her to a room,”
Harrison ordered the guard standing at attention in the
doorway.

“In the Arc,
sir?”

“No.”

I shot Harrison a glare of barely
restrained fury then slowly stood, focusing on controlling my anger
before more luminaries exploded. Spine rigid, head high, and
without argument, I followed the guard with the same regal dignity
I’d displayed when paraded before the council. We stopped before a
cell two doors down. I’d barely cleared the threshold when the door
was slammed shut and locked behind me.

I took quick inventory of my abode—a
single mattress, a sink, and off to the side, a tiny space with a
toilet and bathing cubicle. Not much, but I’d lived in worse.
Unsure if I was under supervision, I ambled to the bed and lowered
myself on the mattress as if it were a throne.

As much as I wanted to scream and rail
at this injustice, to melt the door and locate Ryder, I didn’t. The
cost was too great, not just to my pride but, more importantly, to
my credibility with Neumarian Triune believers.

Settling back against the wall, I
reflected on the past hour. While we shared the same pain, I knew
that if I was to ever have a relationship with my father, I’d have
to accept that the man didn’t love me. He just wanted to use me. If
not me as a person, then my gift and what my being part of the
Triune could bring him.

After our emotional bloodletting, I
was beyond exhausted. But I’d finally accepted that he’d leverage
whoever and whatever was necessary to destroy his nemesis, Queen
Mandesa. Not for the freedom of his people as he claimed. No, it
was for a far more prosaic reason. Revenge. And that I understood
and would support with every fiber of my being.

A vent clanked then opened. At the
sight of Bendar’s tiny feet dangling from the ventilation shaft, a
true smile broke free and I felt some of my tension recede. My
surrogate father always seemed to know when I truly needed
him.

With a push off the shaft’s rim, he
dropped onto the bed and sat beside me. His arms wrapped around me,
one hand stroking my hair while the other patted my back.
“Okay?”

I couldn’t speak.
What if I lose control and my tears start
flowing? They might never stop.

No. I was warrior, a leader, not a
weak child. If I wept, it would be for my comrades and loved ones.
Not out of self-pity.

Shame filled me at my sniffle. “I’ll
be fine, Bendar. I just need to remember who I am and who I can
trust.”

“Reunion not go well?”
Bendar asked.

“As well as can be
expected, given his only interest in me is as part of the Triune.
He’s General Harrison Bellator, leader of the Neumarian Rebellion,
not my father.”

Bendar pulled back and cupped my face.
“Loves you. Know does. Hurts.”

“Have you talked to him,
seen how cold and distant he is? If not, prepare yourself. Because
I’m right. But it’s okay, because once Ryder, Raeth and I win this
war, we’ll create our own Resort Territory.”

At his frown, I chuckled. “Yes, I know
there’s no Resort Territory. It was an implanted memory you
created. But that doesn’t mean we can’t create one for ourselves. I
know I was angry when you told me the truth, but thank you for
those beautiful memories. They were my escape from the queen’s
brutality and kept me sane.”

He released me. “Good. Was
worried.”

“Tell me everything. How
are Dred and Raeth?”

“Good. Weak. Need
time.”

I motioned to my surroundings and
snorted. “Well, it looks like time is one thing I have a lot of.
I’m not sure how long they’ll keep me here, maybe until they need
my gifts.”

“No. Father—”

“Doesn’t matter. Our
friends back in the Mining Territory do. They’re relying on us to
end the war and free them. If we don’t have a plan in place, get
organized, and have allies at the ready, we won’t
succeed.”

“Good. Once
you—”

Hearing an uproar outside my cell, a
thread of unease wove through me.

Please don’t let it be
Ryder. The man’s idea of protecting me
might land him in the next cell.

With a nod, I shoved off the bed and
stood as Bendar jumped, catching the metal rim of the vent. Before
he could haul himself inside and escape, the door hit the wall,
startling him. He lost his grip, hit the mattress, and
bounced.

It wasn’t Ryder, but
Father. No, not Father. Harrison.

The tall autocrat eyed the vent then
Bendar sprawled on the bed. “Still sneaking about, I
see.”

I moved in front of Bendar, blocking
Harrison’s view of him. “Nothing will ever keep him from me. He’s a
great and loving father,” I said tonelessly.

“Semara!” Bendar
hissed.

“Don’t worry, Bendar. I’m
not upset with you or Semara.” He focused his glacial gaze on me.
“However, that young man of yours—”

“His name’s Ryder Arteres.”
At the mention of Ryder’s last name, Harrison started. “Queen
Mandesa murdered his parents. I believe you knew them. She enslaved
both Raeth and Ryder, but they accomplished what you never did,
never even tried. They freed me and saved me from certain
death.”

The only indication my words affected
him was the rise and fall of a lump in his throat.

“I need your help. Ryder’s
used his gift. At present, three guards are ill. He’ll take out all
of them if he doesn’t see you within five minutes. Let’s
go.”

I didn’t move. That was
Ryder. He wanted me free, so he threatened to drain the Neumarian
rebellion of their life force. “He takes staying by my side
very seriously.” I
glanced at a shell-shocked Bendar and sat. “Sorry, I can’t leave
yet. I haven’t been cleared.”

Harrison’s brows drew together,
creating a deep furrow. “You’ve been cleared. I was on my way to
release you when Ryder made his move.”

“Good one, wasn’t it,” I
said, grinning.

“Excellent. And one we’ll
make good use of. Now, get up and move. The team I’ve assembled for
you is waiting. I believe you’ll agree with me that meeting them
prior to your departure for Upper Europe would prove helpful,
possibly even valuable.”

“Then you don’t think I’m a
spy for the queen?”

“I never did. You were the
one worried about that.” Harrison pivoted and faced the exit, then
glanced back at me. “Oh, before I forget, you didn’t melt the
tracker in your brain. You reduced it to atoms. Excellent
job.”

“What if I still had it in
me?”

“We’ve been working on its
removal for years and still weren’t confident we’d succeed without
damaging you. Looks like your gift and abilities are
unique.”

Standing, I moved toward him. “How did
you know I didn’t melt it? Have you been scanning me while I’ve
been in this room?”

Harrison pointed to the guard who had
escorted me to the interrogation room. “No, he did. His gift allows
me to sense the faintest trace of a device.”

That’s why we took the
long stairs, so he could scan me.

“I take it your
communicator is the one supplied by Ryder’s uncle.” Harrison
inquired.

“Yes.”

Why had they shoved me into an
interrogation room then? The guard had already scanned me. “Why—” I
clamped my mouth shut as we stepped onto a lift and jerked free of
Harrison’s hand on my elbow. “If you already knew there wasn’t a
tracker, why’d you question me?”

“Because your mind is
filled with questions. At least some of them had to be answered.
Otherwise, they would block our ability to work as a cohesive
team.”

“Forgive me, I forgot. I’m
not your daughter, but the means by which you’ll free all
Neumarians. Don’t worry, General Bellator, I know my place.” I
wanted to grab him and shake him, ask why he didn’t love me. Why I
wasn’t good enough to be his daughter.

I froze as his voice
whispered in my mind, you will always be
my daughter. Rather
than answer or make a fool of myself by throwing what was sure to
be seen as a temper tantrum, I remained silent and began mentally
singing every song I knew.

We exited the lift, with a minute to
spare, and I walked into Ryder’s arms. “You all right,
sweetheart?”

“I’m fine. Thanks for
springing me.” At my grin, he winked. Arms looped, we entered a
large atrium. Light hitting the glass roof created a rainbow effect
throughout the building. We walked passed unending rows of
vegetation. They reminded me of the Mining Territory’s hidden
underground hydroponics garden. After so much death, the scent of
life gave me hope.

“You know what’s up?” he
asked against my ear.

“Not really. It seems we’re
part of a team. Ready to bring the UE Council to its knees, free
all Neumarians, and toss the queen into the wastebasket of
history.”

“Tomorrow, today you’re
going to eat and get some much needed rest.”

“Not before I see Raeth and
Dred. Where are they?”

“H-here.” Raeth stepped in
front of us with Penton and Dred flanking her.

I clutched Raeth tight against me. The
sister of my heart lived and I never wanted to let her go again. “I
was so worried about you.” When she stepped back, I gave Dred a
playful punch on the shoulder. “And you gave us a
scare.”

Laughing, he scooped me into a strong
embrace. While he’d lost some muscle tone due to his coma, he was
still stronger than anyone I knew.

“Wasn’t happy when I found
ye left me.” He lowered me to the floor. From the twinkle in his
eyes, I knew he’d forgiven me.

“I’m glad Captain Gordon
kept his promise and helped you escape.”

Frowning, Dred’s hands tightened on my
shoulders. “Capt’n didn’t rescue me. Thornton did. Ended up in
place they say in whispers, the Tower.”

The thought that Gordon had betrayed
us hurt worse than when spiderat venom had burned its way through
my body. “What happened?”

“He got caught by the
guards. Sacrificed himself.” Dred tipped his chin to his chest and
rubbed his rough hands together. “No man suffers for me. Ye know I
can’t leave a debt.”

I clasped his forearm in a Neumarian
promise. “Thornton will be rescued.”

His fingers spread and squeezed my
forearm in response.

“Don’t make promises you
can’t keep. He isn’t our mission,” Harrison barked.

“He’s an ally and a trusted
friend. We,” I motioned to the six of us, including Bendar, “do not
leave our allies behind.”

“We cannot afford to make
one man, who isn’t a Neumarian, a priority in these
times.”

“Who he be?” Dred
snarled.

“He’s General Bellator, my
biological father.” Ignoring Dred’s questioning gaze at this latest
news, I faced Harrison and said, “If not in these times, then
when?” I grabbed Ryder’s hand and marched toward an
archway.

Within a few steps, Harrison blocked
us. “Where are you going?”

“To bed.”

His face reddened and a small vein
throbbed at his temple. “Not with him.”

“It’s okay, Semara,” Ryder
hissed.

“Now you want to be a father? You don’t care if I’m beaten, caged,
tortured, and hunted like a dog, as long as I don’t sleep with the
man I love? Please.” I knew I sounded like an angry child, but I
was too tired to care. Yet conversely, I wanted desperately to hear
a fatherly response.

“I need Ryder to review the
ships with my men. Penton’s been debriefed what weapons are in the
UE arsenal.” He rested his hand on Bendar. “You’ll also have my old
friend’s help, Ryder.”

A maelstrom of fury leaked from me,
rising the temperature by several degrees. “If they work, I
work.”

“What can you
do?”

“For now, I melt and
manipulate metal. But my abilities are changing,
growing.”

“So I’ve heard, but what do
you know about weaponry, engines, science, combat plans, rescue,
technology, or, and this is critical, ingress and egress from the
Tower?”

Ryder’s grip tightened on my hand.
“She’s a quick study, intuitive. She flew a plane with no
experience. She seared her hands pressing the console of a scout
ship to keep flying. She’s been pierced by the claw of a spiderat
and lived. She’s faced scavengers in the Wasteland and battled the
queen on Acadia Beach, sending the witch running. And at the time,
she thought the queen was her mother. So, what can Semara do?
Anything and everything we need.”

Raeth slid her arm around my elbow.
“We n-need her.”

From behind me, Dred said, “Me agree.
Triune merged powers and saved Ryder from hangin’. Saw it with me
own eyes.”

I released Ryder’s hand. “It’s okay,
for now. General Harrison is right.”

“No, he’s not.” Ryder
turned me to him, brushed my hair from my eyes, and cupped my
cheek. “I don’t know what’s going’ on between you two, but you can
help.”

Harrison tapped his ear. “I’ll be
right there. I’m heading for the war room. Join me there when
you’re ready, Semara.” As he marched through a row of tall greens
and disappeared, everyone except Ryder disappeared in his
wake.

“Something isn’t right,
Semara. Don’t know what, but something’s going on. And before you
say anything, that man loves you.”

Eyes stinging with unshed tears of
hope, I started to avert my gaze, but Ryder captured my face.
“Don’t you go hiding from me behind that wall. Give him time. We’ll
figure this out. And you best remember, I love you. You’re my heart
and soul,” he murmured against my lips just before he covered them.
Each time we kissed, an electric current arced between us and my
legs turned to mush.

His strong arms wrapped around me,
lifting me onto my toes and devouring my mouth. My body longed for
his touch, craved for us to vanish and not reappear for
days.

“Semara, Ryder, Dred, to
the war room. Immediately!” Harrison’s voice boomed over a
speaker.”

Fingers twined, we raced to the war
room, arriving a second before Dred. “What’s happened?”

“My second-in-command’s
been captured, and he has valuable information. He’s slated for
execution. We need to get him before the queen’s recovery team
arrives and takes him into custody.”

“Where is he?” I
asked.

“The Tower.”

“I hate that hole,” Dred
muttered.

Thin-lipped, I nodded. “I understand
why you need Dred, but what can we bring to the rescue?”

“You know him.”

Ryder stiffened. “Who?”

“The man’s my childhood
friend, your Uncle Fallon.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

 


 


The last few hours in the war room had
been spent working out the details of our mission. Arguments
erupted several times, only to be squashed by the general, who
obviously commanded his people with ease.

Many looked to him as an idol of
strength and a leader among men. Only when he announced a break did
anyone dare look to the door.

Brow furrowed, Ryder paced. Not even
the boisterous conversations or the aroma of fresh coffee pulled
him from his thoughts.

Major Stevens pushed by, his usual
snarl plastered on his face. I wanted to ask him what his problem
was, but at this point I assumed he just didn’t trust me. Despite
being released from my cell, I still lived in a prison of judgment,
feared by others.

Raeth slid her hand into Penton’s. I
winked at her as he rubbed her back and received a weak smile in
return. Then Penton settled her in a chair. Grinning, Bendar hopped
up on one at the center of the long table. I almost laughed aloud,
watching Dred as he eyed the mismatched, cracked leather chairs and
backed away. If the poor man sat in one, it’d collapse under his
size. His almost seven foot height was matched by muscles, ready to
rip the seams of his clothing even in his weakened
state.

Moving to his side, I hugged him and
kissed his cheek. “Thank goodness you’re okay and with us. My heart
aches for your mom.”

Dred tipped his head. “Thank ye. I’m
glad you’re well, too, Pretty Face.”

“I’m not a princess. The
queen isn’t my mother.”

“How long did they knock me
out for? Ye dad is the ENR leader, and ye were raised to be a
princess. But you’re really Neumarian and now part of the
ENR?”

“That’s about it,” I said
with a chuckle, then reached out and touched Ryder’s arm, halting
his ceaseless motion. I gave him a small shove and we headed for
the massive table in the center of the room.

Once seated, I braced myself as he
leaned forward, placed his elbows on the table, and glared at
Harrison. I knew what was coming. I’d heard the same refrain since
we’d entered the room. I hoped this time, the general would
respond.

“I’m asking again, and this
time you’d best answer. How’d my uncle get captured? He was well
hidden below ground in the Mining Territory. Were any others taken?
Killed?” At the edge in Ryder’s voice, my eyes widened and mouth
fell open when the room dropped ten degrees.

Harrison nodded to Major Stevens,
sitting at a control panel.

Major Stevens flipped a switch then
crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “Ready, sir.” His
dark eyes narrowed on Harrison with more venom than admiration.
Obviously my presence in the war room didn’t sit well with all his
chief officers.

The largest screen in the middle of
the wall flickered twice before a tan, pierced, and tattooed man
appeared.

Dred bolted from his chair, knocking
it onto the floor. “Malvek?” Ye be dead.” His eyes narrowed at the
realization the man who had tried to kill the Triune and him was
alive.

“So, you thought me, boy.
Ye take me people from me and try to murder me, yet here I am
helpin’ ye out of a bind. Guess ye should have made sure ye
finished the job.”

I shivered. He’d had that same look
when he announced Ryder’s execution. I grabbed Harrison’s wrist and
tugged. “He works for the queen. Don’t trust him,” I
hissed.

“I don’t.”

Dred marched to the panel with Malvek.
“If ye go near me family—”

Malvek laughed. “No need to get in an
uproar. Ye family be safe. Life is a little grander with the ENR.
Gots meself a ship again, since ye stole mine and got it blown
up.”

Dred leaned on a table in front of the
console.

Crack.

A deep crevice formed down the middle
of the table. “Ye murdered me mom. If I find ye, I’ll slit ye
throat. I don’t care which side ye claiming to be on.”

Malvek snorted. “Ye can try me, boy,
but ye seem worse for wear. Heard the ENR want’s ye in the Tower.”
Malvek ran his finger under his nose and sniffled. “Ah, there be me
sweet bride to be.”

Ryder blocked Malvek’s view of me.
“Not happening, Malvek.”

“Ah, I see where ye muscles
went, Dred. The boy’s been trainin’. No need to worry there, boy, I
be looking at a more lucrative match.”

Harrison swiveled to the screen.
“Enough getting reacquainted. If you want your gold, Malvek, start
talking. How did the queen capture Fallon?”

“Ah, ye see I might’ve
something to do with that.” He must have seen the thunderous
expression on everyone’s faces in the room because he held out his
hands in supplication. “It were out of the goodness of me heart I
thought I’d share with the ENR.”

Harrison’s face blanked. He walked up
to the panel, every action controlled. And while I knew he didn’t
have Ryder’s gift, I’d swear the room dropped to arctic
temperatures. “Are you telling me that my people intercepted
communication between you and the queen?”

Malvek smacked his lips and shrugged.
“Don’t much matter now, do it? The ENR took ’em and throwed ’em in
the Tower. So, we still gots our deal, right?”

Harrison nodded.

I’d always felt alone and saw the
world as disconnected, yet here was my father, the deposed leader
of the Scavengers, and the Triune, having a meeting. And we were
all still alive. Perhaps the world wasn’t as big as I’d once
thought it to be.

“Ye see, we were supposed
to meet for a trade. Supplies are growing scarce where Fallon an’
his people be hidin’. He got to Acadia to pick up his shipment. The
council caught ’em good. But not good ’nough. He escaped and hid on
me ship. UE council guards boarded us and checked papers. They find
him, take him, and calls the queen. Cost me big ’cause he swears
you gonna pay booty fur him.”

Harrison’s back straightened. That
vein in his temple throbbed once more. “When’s her ship arriving
for the transfer?”

“End of week. Believe he’ll
tell ’em where ye is. He won’t. I questioned him meself. Got
nothin’ outta him.”

“Where specifically in the
Tower is he being held?”

“Not sure ’bout
that.”

“Then I’m not sure you’ll
be safe in ENR waters.” Harrison nodded to the woman at the
console.

“But ye—”

The communication terminated and we
all sat in stunned silence. Dred finally found a bench on the far
wall and sank onto it. “I was sure he was dead. Beat him and took
charge of Oasis. I watched his craft go down in flames.”

“Don’t worry. He won’t be
around much longer. My men will take care of him.” Harrison
gestured everyone to have a seat and pressed a button on the edge
of the brass lined table. In the center, a hologram displayed a
long waterway that stretched between a large ocean and several
bombed out buildings.

I pointed to a destroyed city near the
ocean. “That’s where we docked. And there’s the river we traveled
on to get here.” I pointed to an area where intact buildings were
surrounded by large rubble.

Harrison’s nostrils flared. “You have
an eye for maps.”

I shrugged.

Harrison touched a knob. A red beam
rotated until it pointed to our current location. “We’ll travel
from this point to the cliffs outside the UE.” The red beam
swooshed down the river and across the ocean to a city, reminiscent
of Acadia East and West.

He pushed the control again and the
view zoomed in on a large tower at the edge of the
water.

“Is that the Tower where
Fallon and Thornton are being held?” I asked.

Harrison rotated the view. “Yes.
There’ll be armed guards around the perimeter, inside the entry,
and along the corridor. The facility is nearly impenetrable. Once
someone enters it, they stay until they’re executed or die of
torture or disease.”

Penton cleared his throat. “I might be
able to distract the guards with some weapons I’ve been working on.
If they work,” he said, staring at the table.

Raeth covered Penton’s hand with hers.
“Of c-course it’ll work.”

“I don’t know. I still
can’t figure what went wrong with my gun. I’m not sure you should
trust my abilities.”

Harrison scrubbed his chin. “Will it
distract the guards or warn the UE council we’re there?”

“It’ll put them to
sleep.”

“That’ll work for the
various guards inside the Tower. We still need to figure out how to
get inside.”

I winked at Bendar then chuckled.
“Getting in won’t be a problem. Look close,” I pointed at the
Tower’s schematic on the hologram, “their ventilation system design
is identical to the one in Acadia and on the queen’s ship.” I
looked at Raeth, Ryder, and Bendar then nodded.

Major Stevens swiveled to face the
room. “How will you fit?”

“As the four of us have
learned, they’re large enough for people to crawl through. The
queen refuses to spend money to change anything unless it increases
her show of power. As long as it works, she’ll be uninterested in
it. Getting in won’t be a problem.”

Ryder cleared his throat. “It’ll be
the getting out that could cost us. If we have wounded, it’s nearly
impossible to drag them through the vents. Trust me, I know.” He
gave me a wink.

Harrison eyed the city, zooming in and
out several times. “Without cover, the most dangerous point will be
accessing the Tower’s ventilation system.” Harrison glanced at us
as if we had the answer. “Pull up our latest intel on the number of
guards and access points to the Tower.”

The woman flicked a few switches and
twisted some levers. The screen blinked then numbers scrolled
across it.

Harrison stood, leaned forward, and
inspected the prison. “Looks like there are three main entrances.
One’s a service entrance and two ventilation points which look like
they’re at the second story level. We have to figure out how to
access them, but they do appear large enough for us to use. The
problem is getting from the channel to the ventilation
system.”

“Wait!” I said. “Go back.
There, stop. What’s that below ground?”

The woman moved the image of the
building higher and overlaid it with one showing the subterranean
area.

Dred hooted. “That there’s a water
tunnel. Looks like what we’ve got at Oasis. Me family helped build
the waterways and tunnel systems.”

Ryder smacked his hand on the table.
“That’s our way in. We’ll take the shuttle to the water tunnels
then, using rebreathers, we’ll swim to the basement and enter the
ventilation system.”

I thought about all the possibilities,
but knew it was our best shot. “How will we reach the cliffs
without being detected by the queen’s scouts?”

Harrison looked to the
woman at the console. “Bring up the SB-06.”

The hologram flashed and a beautiful,
sleek ship appeared.

“Amazing,” Raeth
murmured.

“I agree.” I glanced at
Harrison. “I didn’t realize you had a ship, let alone one like
this. I thought I’d seen all the queen’s vessels, but I’ve never
seen this one.”

“That’s because I built
her.” He pushed away from the table. “Chows ready in the mess hall.
Turn in after. Tomorrow promises to be difficult and dangerous at
best, deadly at worst. If you plan to make it out alive, you’ll
need to be well rested and alert.”

A bottleneck formed at the door.
Penton stopped and gestured Raeth through the exit.

“I’m s-starved. Let’s eat
and g-get some sleep,” Raeth said.

The thought of being together tonight
smothered away the fears of tomorrow. I reached back to grab
Ryder’s hand, but only grabbed air. I turned and discovered he was
nowhere to be found.

“He stay with Dad,” Bendar
said. He scrambled ahead. “Starved.”

“Go ahead, I’ll catch
up.”

Raeth and Penton joined hands, excited
to have a few minutes without Ryder around.

Dred shifted between feet. “Want me to
go back with ye?”

“No, I’m fine. I’ll be
there in just a moment. Trust me, I’m starving, too.” I smiled with
the happiness I felt for him being alive and with us.

He turned on his heel and followed the
others.

Slinking back around the corner, I
slipped into an alcove near the war room and listened.

“SB-06,” Ryder said. “SB stands for Semara Bellator,
right?”

“If you’ve already figured
it out, why ask?” Harrison’s voice sounded stern.

“Because. I see the way you
look at Semara when she can’t see you. It’s the same way I looked
at my sister for years. I was hard on her, not wanting anything to
happen to her. Even with other people. After my parents were
murdered, I closed my heart to everyone, except Raeth and Fallon,
until I met Semara. It almost killed me losing them. But with
Semara, I love her and know that if anything happened to her, I
wouldn’t make it.”

Footsteps echoed into the hall, but I
couldn’t move. I had to hear Harrison’s answer. “My job is the ENR.
Everything else comes second.”

Why wasn’t I surprised? His words
didn’t penetrate my soul and tear it like earlier. Perhaps it was
exhaustion, or the love of my friends, but I’d let go of the past.
Ryder was my future.

“If you never open your
heart again, you’ll never feel the love of another. And you’d be
missing something truly amazing, especially with a daughter as
special as Semara.”

At Ryder’s words, I nearly melted
every piece of metal around me. The man was my hero, my love, and
he’d soothed my heart.

“Six years old,” Harrison
said, his voice cracking.

“What?”

“She was six years old when
she was ripped from my. For now, it’s better if things remain as
they are.”

“But—”

“I’m the commanding general
of the ENR, the one man who can crush the queen and free our
people. I have neither the time nor need the distraction of being a
father. Semara’s no longer a little girl, but a grown woman capable
of taking care of herself. She doesn’t need me. She has
you.”

“I’m not her father. The
reason she survived the queen and these last few months has been
the drive, the desire to find the loving father who visited her
dreams.”

“That man no longer exists.
He was fiction.” Harrison’s voice returned to the cold, commanding
tone he used when addressing subordinates. “It was a lie, to keep
her going, to fulfill her destiny. Without the Triune, we
fail.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 


 


I bolted down the hall and skidded
around the corner. The fire in my core seared my ribs. Panting, I
bent over and put my hands on my knees, taking slow, steady
breaths. Harrison’s words hurt, I couldn’t deny that, but it was
more. I’d lost him once. Would the war take him again? Even if it
didn’t, and we finally found freedom, what then? What was life with
a father, even if he did care? Did I have a place in my life for
him? Did he have a place in his life for me?

For now, our personal relationship was
unimportant. It was critical that we free Thornton and Fallon, and
save those in the Mining Territory hiding within the depths of the
underground.

I wasn’t meant to have a family. I was
born to fight to free the innocent.

Ryder’s firm grip lifted and turned
me, then crushed me to his chest. “He didn’t mean it.”

“Yes, he did. And…he’s
right. We’re fighting a war, one started by our parents. But we’ll
end it.”

“I love you, Semara. You’re
right, we’ll end this war. Then we’ll live happy and healthy lives
rebuilding this world. Neumarians, humans, and Kantians will be
treated the same.”

“Think that be possible?”
Dred asked.

When I started to jerk free of Ryder’s
embrace, he tightened his hold. Then, resting his chin on my head,
he asked, “If you don’t believe that’s possible, then why are we
fighting?”

“End our slavery. Free our
people. But that don’t mean the world be a garden. Too many snakes.
People change when somethin’ or someone scares ’em.” Dred peeked
around the corner. “Think Kantians and Neumarians ain’t scared of
each other, an’ them humans ain’t terrified of all us?”

“What are you saying?” I
glanced toward the mess hall to make sure no one could hear
us.

“I’ve been thinkin’
somebody kept me unconscious and was shippin’ me off to the Tower
’cause I scared ’em. Your father be scared of something. I see it
in his eyes. Malvek wanted to kill Ryder ’cause the Triune is
bigger and more important. Somethin’ he don’t understand. All I’m
sayin’ is you don’t have to be human or Kantian or Neumarian to be
scared.”

I bit my lower lip then turned slowly
in Ryder’s arms. “But Neumarians only want their
freedom.”

Dred shrugged. “And what be happenin’
when the freedom be threatened? Don’t go mindin’ me ramblings. Best
be gettin' some food and sleep. Tomorrow’s closin’ in
fast.”

Dred ambled away, and Ryder and I
headed for the mess hall. The smells of fresh bread and vegetables
invited us into the large room with massive tables. “Do you think
there’s truth to what he said?”

Ryder cleared his throat. “I have to
admit, I wouldn’t mind the pendulum of power swinging our way.
Don’t have any desire to harm the Kantians, though. Just want to
live free and in peace.”

“Food good.” Bendar shoved
a tray at me. “Eat.”

For once, my stomach begged for the
earthy aroma. I sat between Raeth and Bendar, Ryder across from me.
Ryder clutched a biscuit in his hand and took a big bite. I scooted
my boot toward his, wanting to maintain contact in some way. He
smiled and winked, sending a surge of want through me.

I suppressed my need to
connect with him for now and scooped vegetables onto my fork,
devouring the savory goodness. In the absence of the chemical
aftertaste, my stomach welcomed the fresh, natural flavors. Lifting
my fork once more, I noticed my dirty fingernails.
Ugh, I need a shower and some fresh
clothes.

“Never seen you eat so
well. Good, you enjoying food for a change.”

I smiled at Bendar then shoveled in
the last two bites of greens and pushed the tray away. I grabbed
Raeth’s hand and dragged her to the nearest guard, who happened to
be the one who’d run the scan on me. “Is there any way we can get a
shower and fresh clothes?”

“Of course. Follow
me.”

We followed the guard through winding
passageways. I pulled Raeth tight to my side. “I’m so glad you’re
okay. Don’t do that again.”

“I w-won’t. Th-that mist
was n-nasty.”

The guard halted at a wooden door. The
bottom half was shut, while the top stood open. “Girls need some
fresh clothes,” he said to a lady sitting at a table, a sewing
device mounted to the top.

“Come on in and get
whatever you need,” she said.

Whatever we
need?

After thanking the guard, Raeth and I
stepped into a wonderland. Boots, in soft browns to jet black,
lined the wall. Corsets, vests, and shirts hung above them. Pants,
skirts, bustles, and undergarments, everything a girl could want or
dream of, sat stacked on shelves and hung from the walls. “I’ve
never picked out my own clothes before,” I murmured. I’d always
been forced into whatever outfits the queen wanted me to wear or
given hastily acquired hand-me-downs.

Raeth grabbed a pair of
boots. Clank.
Accidentally knocking her metal leg with a boot, Raeth’s face
colored with embarrassment at the seamstress’ gasp. “I, uh, don’t
need t-two. C-can I t-take just one?”

The seamstress nodded and smiled. “Of
course.”

I rummaged through the shelves,
pulling fresh undergarments, socks, and a belt. Spotting a pair of
lace-up kick-butt black leather boots, I snatched them. “I like
these. They look tough.”

Raeth giggled. “Yes, th-they
do.”

I knew she was remembering Mart, but
thankfully she didn’t mention it and ruin my moment. I snagged a
black corset from a shelf. “Look what I found.”

“Th-thought you were done
with c-corsets.” Raeth winked.

“Yeah, well, this one isn’t
frilly and gaudy-looking. It’s sexy and daring.” I grabbed a pair
of leggings and a skirt. “Perfect.”

Raeth had an arm full of similar
pieces in tan and brown. “Let’s get a sh-shower.”

As I followed her to the door, I
snatched a short night gown from the lingerie area. Tonight, I’d
look like a girl again. For Ryder.

Tucking it inside my shirt, I made my
way to the showers with Raeth.

Smirking, Raeth stared at the bulge.
“Got s-something special?”

My cheeks flamed, but I didn’t
respond. The guard gave me a knowing smile as he escorted us to the
showers, and my cheeks grew hotter.

As soon as he left, I placed my
garments on a bench, stripped off the awful jumpsuit, and stepped
beneath the spray of steaming hot water. I pressed the plunger on a
wall-mounted, brass container and squirted floral shampoo into the
palm of my hand. My scalp tingled from the latter, reducing me to
giggles. I had to shampoo my hair three times before the rinse
water ran clear. Dispensing body soap, it only took two washings to
get my body clean. Never had removing dirt and sweat felt so
decadent. I was in heaven.

Raeth poked her head into my stall.
“Are y-you ever going to leave?”

“Coming now.” Even after
I’d cut off the water, I remained surrounded by steam. As it
dissipated, I toweled off.

In the changing room, I quickly
dressed and joined Raeth in the hall. When we arrived at the wing
with our rooms, I clutched my nightie and the rest of my new
clothes close to my chest. “I’ll see you in the morning. Don’t do
anything I wouldn’t do.”

She smiled and wink. “You,
t-too.”

I slipped into the dark room, placed
my extra clothes on a cabinet then undressed. Cool air from the
vent overhead blasted me. Shivering, I reached up and pushed it
closed then yanked the nightgown over my head. Sheer fabric
caressed my body until it brushed the tops of my knees. Grabbing a
brush off the dresser, I pulled it through my hair, drying it as I
paced the room.

How long did it take for Ryder to
shower and get to the room?

Just as I was about to call a guard
and send out a search party, the door knob turned and Ryder stepped
inside. My breath caught. The room heated, and I was very glad all
the furnishings were wooden as anticipation, nervousness, and love
swamped me.

It took a second for me to realize he
hadn’t seen me. Smiling, I watched silently as he towel-dried his
hair and dropped clean clothes on the top of the dresser. As he
turned toward the bed, his eyes shot wide open, his dimples making
a rare appearance. “Dih jemajoči,” he whispered.

“Is that good?”

He dropped the towel on the floor and
scooped me into his arms. “Absolutely. You’re the most beautiful
thing I’ve ever seen.”

“I aim to please.” I’d
barely gotten the words out before his mouth claimed mine. He
tasted like mint, and oh, how I loved tasting him. The hard planes
of his chest pressed into my softness as he deepened the kiss. It
had been so long since I’d experienced the world of passionate,
soft touches and lingering want that only Ryder created. Only when
in his arms did I know true happiness and fulfillment.

Pulling back, he took several quick
shallow breaths. “Need a second before you melt the compound or I
freeze their security system and the entire ENR comes charging in,
weapons blazing.”

“We wouldn’t want that.
They might toss us in the dungeon and forget about us. But, if that
means we’d be alone,” I shrugged, “it’d be worth it.” Laughing at
his look of mortification, I tugged his shirt up to his shoulders.
With a snort, he yanked it over his head and tossed it across the
room. Grinning, I ran my fingertips over his chest, relearning the
feel and shape of him. Hard, sculpted muscles had replaced the lean
young man of six months ago.

I pressed my lips to his Neumarian
tattoo, a symbol of his family and heritage. My touch ignited
threads of silver from the six dagger points, organized in a
sphere. The lines followed the brush of my fingertips along his
muscular chest.

He cupped my face. “Glad you like what
you see. I know I do.” A low growl rumbled from his throat.
“Tonight, I plan to enjoy every second we’re together. Just
touching your soft skin is enough to bring me to my
knees.”

I closed my eyes and savored the feel
of his touch, starting at my neck and, light as a feather, tracing
my spine to its base. For a second, I thought I’d crumpled to the
floor as he nuzzled my neck. “The smell of your hair, the taste of
your lips. If I live to a hundred, I’ll never get enough of you,”
he murmured, his mouth grazing my jaw. “I love everything about
you, from your silver hair and eyes and tender heart to your
brilliant mind and amazing body. I love you, Semara and I want to
marry you.”

“What?” I
gasped.

He held me at arm’s length. “I know
you’re young, but we’ve already lived a lifetime. Maybe not today
or tomorrow, or even next month, but when we end this war, I want
us to be forever.” His gift surged from him and into me, wrapping
around my soul and filling it with his life, love, and
heart.

“I love you, too,” I
whispered, sending my gift of heat into him.

“I’ll ask your father after
we return from rescuing Thornton and my uncle—”

A jolt of anger intruded and ruined my
perfect moment. “You don’t need his permission. If anyone, you
should ask Bendar.”

“I understand he’s said
hurtful things, Semara, but so did I when we first met. I was
bitter and frightened because for the first time in years someone
other than Raeth touched my heart. Sometimes when people lose too
much, they shut down. I believe your father is either protecting
you or too scared to let you in. He lost you once and is terrified
he’ll lose you again. I know how he feels. It wasn’t until Old
Chicago that I accepted how I felt and stopped thinking about
running away from you.”

I stepped back from him, but he
grasped my arms. “The thought of losing you nearly cripples me. I
keep going by reminding myself we are stronger together than apart.
I’d die for you, Semara, and I know you’d do the same for Raeth or
me. Even that scares me.”

“If loving me scares you so
much, why do you want to marry me?”

“Because not having you
with me would kill me as surely as a blaster hit, only slowly,
torturously, until nothing was left.”

I swallowed hard and searched for the
right words. He spoke of marriage and family, two things that
frightened me more than death. “I love you, but this other life you
speak of, I don’t know or understand it. Marriage…family…it’s a
lie—”

“That’s not true. It’s the
reason I can continue on each day. We’ll have what I knew as a
child, a loving home, family, friends, and a life full of hope and
joy.” As he kissed each of my knuckles, his words cracked the ice
forming around my heart.

Images of a life that had never
existed flashed through my mind. Fear paralyzed me. Lasting love,
marriage, all of it was nothing more than a dream.

As his anticipation of my acceptance
grew, his pupils dilated, swallowing the chocolate of his irises.
How could I tell him? It would shatter his dream of a
future.

“When this war is over, ask
me again,” I said, knowing the words gave him much needed hope,
even if I didn’t believe the war would ever end. I’d learned there
was no such thing as living happy forever, but the happiness I saw
in his smile told me I’d made the right choice. Clasping his face,
I pulled him to me. “Let’s kiss to seal the promise.”

He nibbled and nipped my bottom lip,
then swept me up into his arms, carried me to the bed, and lowered
me gently onto the mattress.

 



Chapter Twenty-Eight

 


 


I stood off to the side as our team of
men and woman assembled. Unlike the queen’s troops, these soldiers
wore a variety of clothing. The only commonality was their ENR
patch, which wasn’t located in the same place on any two
people.

As they hustled to their stations, a
woman paused, bent, and hugged a small child. Tears rolled down the
little boy’s cheeks. “I don’t want you to go, Mama. Please
stay.”

“I can’t. If we don’t save
Fallon, we’ll be in hiding forever. He needs us.” She kissed him on
his head and rubbed his back, her dark skin a contrast against his
white T-shirt. “Fallon was once a great warrior, and we’re alive
because of him. He’s responsible for saving many of us from death.
And now that he’s been captured, he deserves our help.” She kissed
his forehead again. “Be brave, my dear boy.” Standing, she shuffled
him to a nearby old lady, who nodded.

“Mama, wait.” The child
raced to his mother and gave her a big hug. “I forgot to hug Daddy
and he didn’t come home. Now, you have to come home.”

A knot lodged in my throat. Ryder
rubbed my shoulders for comfort.

“Let’s go,” I whispered,
struggling to control the emotion that threatened to spill out of
me. “We need to get to the war room.”

Marching by the mother and son, I
focused on the mission ahead. Spending last night with Ryder was a
wondrous, loving escape. Today, I faced reality.

“Good morning.” I nodded to
Bendar, then to Penton and Raeth, all seated around the large
table.

Jumping down from his chair, Bendar
pulled out mine then, grinning, hopped back up on his. “Morning.
Look refreshed. Warm bed and food good?”

“Yes. There’s nothing like
a good night’s sleep.” At Raeth’s snort, I shot her a scowl. When I
mouthed Penton,
she licked her lips and nodded. We both knew how Ryder would
handle, or not handle, discovering Penton had spent last night with
his baby sister.

Dred entered behind us and squished
into the chair by my side. “Mornin’, pretty face.”

“Morning,” I returned and
grasped his forearm in a Neumarian greeting, my fingers not even
wrapping around half his forearm.

Harrison cleared his throat and
directed our attention to the screens. With deft movements, he
rotated the halo objects on the table and revealed images of old
buildings, trains, waterways, and people. “These are from our
archives. They depict the city known as London prior to the Great
War. That’s where Fallon’s located.”

He highlighted one of the images.
“This is the waterway. It runs from the channel to the city. During
the war, the city barricaded the waterway after a sneak attack took
out two thirds of it. Because they think it’s impenetrable, we’ll
use it then follow the underground around to here.” Another picture
was highlighted, showing a bridge over a river, with a train
station to the west of it. “We exit here. We’ll be exposed for the
short distance between the river and the Tower. Penton, that’s
where your chemicals will be used to knock out the men.”

He eyed Ryder for a second. I knew his
former hot-headed ways had preceded him. “That means
stealth-approach, people. Nothing heroic. If there’s even a hint
we’re there, the mission fails.”

Over the next thirty minutes, we
examined our route into the prison, releasing Fallon, and getting
out.

“Where’s Thornton’s cell,”
I asked, my fury barely contained.

Harrison shook his head. “He’s not our
mission. If he’s in Fallon’s wing, we’ll rescue him. But Fallon is
our object. Between his great gifts and information, if he
broke—”

Ryder bolted out of his seat, hands
fisted at his sides. “Won’t happen. My uncle would never betray his
people.”

“He might not want to, but
they have devices to extract information. Neumarians forced to use
their gifts on their own kind. Trust me,” Harrison looked down at
his hands for a moment, “anyone can be broken.”

Ryder’s jaw tensed. Frowning, he
collapsed back onto his chair.

Leaning over, I whispered, “Harrison’s
right.” I’d witnessed the queen’s methods and knew everyone had a
breaking point. I glanced at Harrison. Something gnawed at me, the
way he’d said the queen could break people. Was he speaking of
himself?

“The SB-06 can maneuver through the river
without notice. The channel is trickier. We’ll proceed at minimal
speed through the mine field.”

Dred twisted his chair, a loud squeak
drawing everyone’s attention. “Why not take the route from the
docks to where ye transferred boats when ye brought me
here?”

“The queen’s learned how
Raeth, Ryder, and Semara escaped. This is our only option. I won’t
lie. Our chances of even reaching the Tower are slim. But we’ve
faced more difficult missions. The key to success is stealth and
our maps of the mines being correct.”

One of the men, dressed in an ENR
uniform, cleared his throat. “Why not use sonar—”

Harrison’s icy, gray gaze snapped to
him. “They’d hear us in a second and we’d be blown out of the
water.”

Mapping? My mind reeled with scenarios of one misplaced dot on a halo
pad. “We can use the viewfinder. One of my jobs while aboard
the Freedom was to
locate the mines and direct the captain around them.”

Ryder leaned over my shoulder. “I
think you just found your purpose.”

“How were you able to
locate the mines in enough time to alter the ship’s direction?”
Harrison asked in a low and thoughtful voice.

“I utilized a combination
of my gift and my skills with the viewfinder.”

“Won’t there be a risk of
her blowing up a mine?” asked the woman I’d seen earlier kissing
her son goodbye.

“No. I’m not altering the
metal, only detecting it. I’ve mastered the ability to split my
power between altering and detecting. Once I detect it, I direct
the viewfinder and give coordinates, then Raeth Arteres
recalculates and submits new coordinates to the
captain.”

Harrison scrubbed his chin and looked
at me. “Semara and Raeth will work together, while someone keeps
track on the halo map.

“I’ll do that,” the woman
volunteered. “That way I’ll be standing by if she needs
redirection.”

“Very good, Lieutenant
Briggs.” Harrison nodded. “Once we cross the channel, Penton will
remain outside the Tower with Dred. Bendar and I will enter the
Tower and rescue Fallon.”

“No way. We’ll be needed,”
Ryder protested.

I pushed my chair back. “I’m going,
too. Fallon can be Bendar’s and your target. Ryder and I will focus
on rescuing Thornton, if it’s possible.” For Raeth and Ryder’s
sake, I wanted Fallon freed, but I wasn’t going to ignore a comrade
in trouble.

“What makes Thornton so
important you’d risk your life,” Harrison growled.

“When he helped us escape,
I gave my word he could come with us. My repayment for his help
won’t be to abandon him in that hellhole.”

Harrison stared at me. I
felt a ruffling through my brain, but didn’t object. Then suddenly,
I was reliving my memories aboard the Freedom, everything from Thornton to
Gordon’s assistance.

Scowling, Harrison eased from my
brain. “Change of plans. The four of us will enter the Tower. We
free Fallon, while Bendar checks the system for Thornton.” He
focused a penetrating frigid stare on Ryder and me. “You two will
guard the hall while we rescue Fallon.” Harrison’s mouth set in a
firm line.

I searched Bendar’s eyes and knew he’d
never betray me. Then I looked at Harrison. “Thank you for adding
Thornton to your plan.”

If I hadn’t been looking, I would have
missed Harrison’s gaze softening. But a split second later, it
reverted to his usual impersonal demeanor. “It wasn’t a suggestion.
It was a command. You’ll follow orders or be left behind.
Dismissed.”

As the room erupted in hushed
conversations, Lieutenant Briggs approached me. “I’ll be on you
every step of the way. I’m not letting you get us killed. They say
you’re part of the Triune and the daughter of the General but talk
don’t mean much to me. The last self-proclaimed expert got my
husband killed.” Her gaze hardened. “General Harrison’s earned my
trust. You haven’t.”

Pushing my chair back from the table,
I stood and looked at her as if I were at the queen’s side in
court. “Once we’ve returned to the Arc, then we’ll
talk.”

Her eyebrows arched then, with a curt
nod, she exited the room.

Sighing, I watched people file out and
wondered if I’d ever be accepted by the ENR troops. Or anyone, for
that matter. Maybe, but first I had to keep us from being blown out
of the water. And that meant creeping along the bottom of the ocean
again. If this war ever ended, I planned to find a spot on dry
land, preferably in the mountains, where I could admire the water
from a distance.

Turning from the door, I saw Ryder
clasp Dred’s forearm. “Good to be working with you
again.”

“Seems a fella’s gotta
almost die to get ye respect,” Dred snickered. “Remember when ye
thought I be a traitor?”

“If not for you, we’d be
dead twice over. I’ve never seen a man fight with such bravery.
Thank you for getting us away from Malvek and for your stand on the
beach. You’re a good man, Dred. Your sacrifice will never be
forgotten.”

“We all have sacrificed for
freedom.” Dred nodded and released Ryder, his head held a little
higher as he walked out the door.

Ryder didn’t give his respect or
thanks easily. From personal experience, I knew how much power a
few of his words contained.

“Let’s get on board.”
Penton held his hand out to Raeth.

“W-we’ll do great,
t-together,” she said before grabbing Penton’s hand.

Bendar touched my fingers. “Speak a
moment.”

As I stepped closer to Bendar, Ryder
kissed my cheek. “See you on board.”

A little bit of hope faded as he
walked out the door. It amazed me how connected we were. My heart
soared each time he entered a room and sank when he left. Was it
because of our gift, the joining we felt? If so, why didn’t it
happen when Raeth touched me? She was the third member of the
Triune.

“What is it?” I sat down in
one of the chairs, bringing me closer to Bendar’s eye
level.

“Saw face. What you suspect
right.”

I tried to decode his speech.
Sometimes, I still found it a challenge to understand his words and
meaning. “I saw whose face?”

“Father.”

My body stiffened and I clutched the
arm of the chair. “What about Harrison?”

“Not Harrison. Father.”
Bendar hopped up on the chair next to me and slid it closer. “Know
mad. He behave awful. Not fault.” His gaze flittered around the
room, ensuring we were alone. “You remember some. Not all. Know all
challenged.”

“Are you saying my father
is struggling with something and it affects how he treats
me?”

“Some, yes.”

“Ryder said Harrison can’t
face the grief of losing his wife and daughter and now won’t let me
close to him. That he’s afraid of getting hurt. If Mother
sacrificed herself to save me from Mandesa, why did he leave me
with her? What kind of man does that?”

“Man no choice.”

I sighed. “Everyone has a choice. You
remained by my side all those years, in spite of the queen’s
treatment. You never abandoned me. So, why did he?”

“Different. Queen trusted
me.” Bendar shook his head. “Not explaining well. Father try save
Lanena. Couldn’t. But saved you.” He rubbed his forehead. “Torture
and broke.”

“My father…Harrison was
tortured? When?”

Bendar’s eyes reflected a horrific
past, a deep memory of things he didn’t want to remember, let alone
say. Yet his need for me to know the truth was stronger. “Father
break. Queen used you. War on him.”

 



Chapter Twenty-Nine

 


 


I clutched my head. A flood of
memories pushed at the vault door that secured them. My skin
crawled in warning not to release them. Yet, the truth meant power,
the ability to make choices without fear, hurt, or
misunderstanding.

The night my mother died hit me like a
battering ram, the images flashing like strobe lights.

“Mama, no!” I
sobbed.

“Harrison, take her! Hide
her. The tracker’s in me. There’s no other explanation. Get her to
safety.”

Daddy held me tight in his
arms. “I won’t leave you.”

Ship engines rent the
night, while I whimpered.

“Go, now! Save
Semara.”

“Stall them. I’ll get her
to Bendar and return.” Daddy kissed Mama. “Never forget, I love
you.”

Rushing into the hidden
doorway, Daddy knelt and clutched his head.

“Daddy, what’s
wrong?”

“Summoning Bendar to come
get you.”

The tsunami of memories
continued.

Bendar arrived. Father
passed me to him. “Go. Be brave, my sweet princess.” He hugged me
one last time, but it was too late.

Thump…thump…thump.

“No!” I cried out. She’d
died while he was helping me escape, but had planned on
returning.

Bendar held my hand. “See
more.”

I didn’t want to, didn’t have to. “He
sent me away, and I never saw him again. He tried to kill the
queen.”

“Yes. More
story?”

I shoved at another, smaller vault. “I
can’t reach anymore. An orange light is blocking me. Whatever
happened next is locked tight in my brain.”

I clutched Bendar tight against me and
struggled to regain control of my emotions.

“No. You block. Not ready.”
Bendar patted my head. “Will be soon.”

Penton poked his head in the door. I
scrubbed my face clean of tears and straightened. With a nod, I
shoved my grief back behind my mental wall. Over the years, I’d
become a pro at hiding my true feelings. With the queen, it had
been critical if I wanted to stay alive and sane.

“Go now.” Bendar hopped to
the ground. “Father loves you.”

We joined Ryder at the door to the
clothing room.

“Hold me for a
second.”

Without a word, he swept me into a hug
as his comfort surged into me. My rock, my everything.

“You all right?” he
whispered.

“I’m fine, now. Let’s
go.”

Boarding the
SB-06, I steadied my mind
and focused on the mission ahead. Once we rescued Fallon and
Thornton, I’d force myself to plow through that pulsing orange
light and shatter that self-erected wall.

When I’d thought my recollections of
the Resort Territory were real, I loved my father, saw him as
devoted and caring. When I thought he’d abandoned me, I hated him
and blamed him for Mother’s death. Now, even though it was
incomplete, the truth—Mother had forced him to leave to save me and
Mandesa had captured and tortured him—the acid of hate and
rejection was slowly being diluted.

I ran my hand along the brass railing,
admiring the ship’s spacious interior. Bronze plates housed glowing
luminaries, surrounded by a brown halo.

“Report to stations,”
boomed Harrison’s voice from matte black speakers installed flush
against the dark, rubber-looking ceiling. When we’d first boarded
the ship, I’d been shocked to find the floors, walls, and ceiling
were all covered in this rubber-like material and learned Harrison
had developed it to muffle all sound within the ship. I doubted
even one of the queen’s line ships would hear us.

From behind, Ryder cocooned me in his
embrace. “Remember, I love you. You’re my life.”

As his arms tightened, I knew he was
struggling with our destiny and his need to protect me. And I loved
him for it. “I’ll see you soon.” After a chaste kiss, I headed for
the bridge, grinning at the difference in how I felt in my new
boots.

Just before entering the bridge, I
straightened the black leather corset and readjusted my new
fingerless, leather gloves.

“Semara,” Penton called
out, drawing me to a stop. He held a small leather box, strapped
shut. “I’ve got something for you. I’m not sure you’ll trust me
after what happened with the Wasters, but I just finished this and
wanted you to have it.

My curiosity peaked, I ignored his
apprehensive expression. “What is it?”

His hands shook as he handed me the
case, then set his satchel on the floor beside his feet. “It’s a
weapon. After our last experience, you probably don’t want to use
anything I’ve made, but I’m hoping you’ll give an invention of mine
another try.”

“Don’t be so hard on
yourself, Penton. One night, I almost melted the
Freedom into slag.
Besides, your weapon worked. It saved us from the Wasters, didn’t
it?”

“Before it backfired and
burned my hand,” he said with a smile. “Open it.”

I unbuckled the strap and lifted the
lid. Two guns, unlike any I’d ever seen, rested inside. “With my
gift, I can’t use a gun. I haven’t mastered enough control when my
power blasts from my fingertips. I melt metal, even at a distance
from the fight.”

He shot me a tooth-baring smile. “I
know. That’s why this gun isn’t metal. It’s constructed out of
polymers.”

“Does it work?”

All the excitement drained from his
face. “Since I don’t have your gift, I couldn’t fully test it. But
it should. Due to the lack of resources, there are a few metal
pieces inside, but they’re lined with an insulating polyethylene.
Also,” Penton pointed to an icy blue substance at the base of the
clear coating, encasing black inside, “that liquid functions as a
coolant. If your hand heats, it’ll coat the interior casing,
keeping the inside from melting.”

“Wow! You’re not only
amazing, Penton, but you’re a genius.” I lifted one of the weapons
from the red velvet lined case. “It fits my hand
perfectly.”

“I took the cup you’d used
from the mess hall then Raeth did one of her crazy math equations
and figured out your grip. Once I had that, I built the gun around
it. It worked when Raeth and I test-fired it, but since we don’t
have your gift—” He shrugged. “But it should work for you just
fine.”

“Thank you so much. It’s
perfect.”

“Wait. One more thing.” He
opened the bag on the floor, removed some leather straps, and
handed them to me. “I also created these special holsters.” He
unfolded the leather and exposed buckles made out of the same
material as the guns.

Exhilarated, I secured the gun-belt
mid hip, and cinched the bottom of the holsters around each thigh.
I’d never had a gun strapped to me before. Grinning, I retrieve the
two guns and slid them home. “Thank you. You don’t know how much
this means to me.”

He straightened and snapped the case
closed. “It’s my honor to serve the Triune.” Pivoting, he hoofed it
to a cross section.

As he disappeared around the corner, I
entered the lift and exited onto the bridge.

Bendar nodded with a smirk. “Tough
Triune. No little girl.” His words further empowered me.

The fear and upset that had plagued me
the last few days eased, retreating from my consciousness. Today, I
took my place on the front lines and fought to free two important
people, a trusted ally and my lover’s uncle.

I nodded to Raeth and
assumed my position at the viewfinder. The bridge layout was
similar to Freedom but not the exactly same. Instead of several levels through
the middle, there was a semi-circle of workstations around a raised
platform holding the captain’s chair. I swiveled my stool, checking
out the L-shaped workstation, when Lieutenant Briggs passed Raeth
and halted behind my right shoulder.

“I’ll be monitoring you,
ensuring you don’t make a mistake and blow us up.”

A year ago, she would have intimidated
me. But no longer. Not only was I confident that combining my gift
and skills would bring us through those mines better than any map,
I knew her distrust came from fear, fear she’d never return to her
son. She didn’t realize it yet, but I would do everything in my
power to help her keep her promise.

I glanced at her and
winked.

Turning back to my station, I
familiarized myself with the control panel. A few knobs and buttons
were in different positions, but that wouldn’t be a
problem.

Harrison settled into the command
chair. “Disengage.”

A moment later,
SB-06 rocked and bobbed.
“Ahead, auxiliary speed. Before we reach the mine field, Semara, I
want you to get the feel of the ship, its equipment, and practice
in the debris field ahead, correcting our course
accordingly.”

I leaned over the
viewfinder.

“Show the view on screen,”
Harrison ordered.

I suspected he thought
having everyone on the bridge watching every move I made would make
me nervous. He was mistaken. The Freedom had cured my performance
anxiety under battle conditions.

“Is there a problem?”
Harrison asked.

“No, sir. Just
familiarizing myself with the layout.” I flicked a lever, enabling
the large captain’s screen to display what I saw—assorted fragments
of buildings, rusted vehicles, bomb shell casings, and bones. So
many bones.

Swallowing my horror, I focused on my
job and, ignoring the old crumbled structures at the bottom of the
river, scanned all nearby objects for metal. Nothing. However, the
bigger challenge was that my gift couldn’t track objects while my
mind worked out an altered course. I paused. It was a test, maybe
not a fair one, but, given I’d claimed I could get us through
mines, I had to succeed.

The starboard bow scraped a concrete
block.

“Perhaps we should use our
detailed maps,” Lieutenant Briggs said.

“Port, fifty meters,” I
called out.

By the time I’d completed
my command, Raeth had calculated the corrected path and sent it to
the captain and navigator. SB-06
altered course, avoiding a large fuselage on the
river bed.

A few meters ahead rose a spire from a
building. “Twenty meters ahead.”

Once again, the ship altered course
with plenty of time to spare.

Gradually, my death grip eased on the
bronze viewfinder. But nothing could stop the droplets of sweat
rolling down the back of my neck.

At the end of an hour, my eyes were
fatigued and my fingers frozen to the viewfinder. On the upside,
the bridge personnel now trusted Raeth and me to keep everyone
alive and normal activity had resumed.

“Switch to maps,” Harrison
said. He rose and walked over to Raeth and me. “It’s good to have
you two aboard. I’m confident we’ll clear the mine field without
detriment or discovery.” After a curt nod, he returned to his
chair.

As the ship picked up speed, I
wondered if he’d ordered the ship at quarter speed because he
feared we couldn’t process the information fast enough.

Stop doubting yourself,
Semara. When around mines or debris, we crawl through it. Now that
we’re in the channel, we’ll travel full out, Harrison said in my mind, his tone chiding.

“Not bad. Hope you can do
it when it counts,” Lieutenant Briggs said with a sneer, then
strode to the chair on Harrison’s left and sat.

Raeth shot me a smile, glanced at
Briggs, then back at me and made a gagging motion. I struggled to
keep my laughter contained. Raeth, my best friend, always had my
back as I did hers.

Boom! The ship rolled. Sliding off my chair, I grabbed the searing
bronze frame of the console.

“Report,” Harrison
demanded.

Settling my nerves, I gripped the
viewfinder and searched for what we’d hit. Unless the mine field
had been expanded, we weren’t near it.

I rotated the scanner, examining the
sea above, below, and around us. Nothing but clear
water.

If it wasn’t beneath the water’s
surface as we were, perhaps they were above. Switching views, I
raised the periscope. “Two ships at starboard. Men manning depth
charge stations and heavy caliber guns aimed in our direction.” I
flicked on the captain’s screen.

He hit a button on his chair. A red
light started blinking, alerting everyone to silent running. “Dive,
full speed ahead,” he hissed.

As the SB-06 dove and raced forward, depth
charges exploded, first around us then above us and finally, behind
us. I knew we hadn’t escaped. Our screens showed the enemy crews
above us, loading their big guns.

The smoke faded and fire erupted once
more, but it wasn’t from an explosion. It was a missile
launching.

“Incoming!” someone on the
bridge shouted.

Everything faded from my hearing and
sight. My gift clawed to the surface, demanding release. I fought
it for a second, but then the swirl of need to melt the missile
became too intense. I released my hands from the viewfinder and
prayed I didn’t melt the bulkhead of the ship, that my gift could
connect with a moving target. Either way, we all would die if I
didn’t do something.

Heat surged to the tip of my
fingernails, my mind slid from the bridge, through the water and
connected with the missile’s nose.

Orders were shouted. The ship made an
evasive move, but it wouldn’t be enough.

“No! You’ll melt the damn
ship.” Lieutenant Briggs’s words nearly severed my connection, but
I closed my mind and focused, knowing my gift was the only hope for
survival.


Chapter Thirty

 


 


Pulses of heat assaulted my ribs and
hands. Tasting the metallic pieces of the missile, I released my
wrath upon it. Melting the casing into goo, I focused on the
explosive mechanism and ignited it overhead. Shrapnel plunged into
the river. A piece lacerated our hull, the screeching echoing
through the ship and vibrating through my toes.

Locating the enemy ships, I
concentrated on their weapons. Raeth connected with a soft whisper
in my core. Water surged, tossing the ship. Boulders rose from the
sides of the riverbed, creating a shield. I melded my gift into
hers, interlacing our strength.

With a surge of our combined power,
the heavy caliber guns melted, trapping their operators inside.
Then I turned to the ships’ keels and hulls.

A floating, sizzling smear of molten
metal was all that was left, until it, too, sank beneath the
waves.

The SB-06 steadied and Raeth’s soft touch
retreated from my consciousness. Rocks and pieces of Earth floated
to the river floor.

“Report.” Harrison’s voice
broke through my concentration as I faded back to the bridge. I
opened my eyes to scan what damage I’d created on the
bridge.

Lieutenant Briggs stood over me with a
hand on her sidearm. “That was a stupid risk you took,” she
hissed.

“Stand down, Lieutenant,”
Harrison ordered. “She saved our asses.”

Blinking back tears, I faced the
bridge. “All clear, sir.”

Except for Harrison’s
calm thank you,
stunned silence greeted me. Were they afraid of me now? I worried
their fear of my gift would eventually grow into hatred and
finally, I would be ostracized, just like on the
Freedom.

But to my surprise, the entire bridge
broke into whoops and hollers. Briggs’ clapped my shoulder. “My son
and I will sing your—”

“No.” I grasped her arm and
squeezed. “No need. I was just doing my duty.”

Withdrawing my hands from Briggs, I
hid them beneath the console and clenched them into tight fists.
Maintaining a serene expression, I struggled to contain the
residual energy that came with using my gift. If it escaped, we’d
all die. Faced with no other recourse, knowing from experience that
I was immune to damage, I turned the remaining heat inward and
allowed it to burn itself out.

A moment later, Raeth’s hands stroked
my arms, soothing me. If only Ryder were here, he could counter my
heat with his coolness. As the last of the energy dissipated, I
assessed my viewfinder and console. To my surprise, the instruments
were all still intact. As with the Wasters, I’d managed to focus my
gift and somehow defuse the aftereffects.

“You did g-good,” Raeth
offered.

“With your help. I think
you connected with me and that’s why there wasn’t a backwash of
energy,” I whispered back to her. Later, when prying ears weren’t
around, the three of us needed to figure out how merging of our
gifts worked.

Harrison activated the ship-wide comm.
Standing, he linked his fingers together behind his back. “Given
the attack, we must proceed with the belief that the UE has
reported to the queen that we’ve organized a rescue attempt. It’s
safe to assume our attackers reported our location. Let’s hope
they’ll believe we’ll head for the dock. We’ll continue forward as
planned.”

“Also, the crew owes their
lives and thanks to Semara Valderak and Raeth Arteres. It was
through their combined efforts that we survived the attack and can
complete our mission. Until we return to Arc waters, silent running
protocol is in effect.” Harrison flick off the comm then stared at
Raeth and me. “Ladies, are you still up to the
challenge?”

“Yes, s-sir,” Raeth
answered as I nodded.

“We’ll arrive at the mine
field in approximately twenty minutes.”

“Sir, I’d like to request a
moment with Raeth.”

At Harrison’s nod, I headed for the
lift with Raeth beside me. As the doors slid shut, I took her hand.
“I don’t know how we connected, but it’s the only reason we were
able to plot our way out of the debris field. This is the second
time we’ve done it. Do you know how we do it?”

Her lips twisted into a frown and her
eyebrows drew together. “M-maybe when w-we need th-them, our gifts
just c-connect.”

I considered that for a moment then
said, “Also, I felt a calming effect on the remaining energy
overload. Until now, I thought only Ryder could give me that. Did
you cool my heat?”

“N-no. M-must b-be
Ryder.”

When the doors slid open and two
people boarded, we stopped talking. Once they exited the lift, I
hit the button for the bridge. “Let’s try and connect again and
work together in the mine field,” I whispered. The doors slid open
and she nodded before entering the bridge.

Hurrying to our stations, we readied
ourselves for the mine field. I sat, my spine straight, and touched
the energy swirling within me, begging for release. Focusing on the
churning lava in the pit of my stomach, I reached out for Raeth. If
our gifts combined, we could control the ocean currents, mines, and
the ship. I glanced at the countdown clock. We had time to see if
our powers responded to our demands, and, if they did, train and
prepare for what awaited us on the other side of the
channel.

A hint of wet dirt tickled
the inside of my nose. Raeth? Closing my eyes, I submerged
into the dark earthy aroma and discovered a damp lukewarm feeling.
Not chilly like Ryder, or fire like me, but warm and
inviting.

Can you hear
me?

She didn’t respond, but
Harrison did. Yes, I can hear you. What’s
the problem?

My eyes snapped
open. Nothing. Just wanted to see if I
could contact you. “I felt your gift,” I
whispered out the corner of my mouth.

“I f-felt yours, t-too,”
Raeth answered.

Smiling, I pressed my head to the
leather-lined eye plate of the viewfinder. Murky water clouded my
field of vision. A white swirl of disturbed sediment parted,
revealing metal chains secured to the seabed. “Mine, twenty meters
dead ahead.”

Before I’d even finished, Raeth had
completed her computations and the ship had altered
course.

Over the next hour, my fingers
clutched the console, spotting hundreds of mines. I didn’t
understand why Harrison didn’t want me to destroy them. Maybe he
would after the rescue.

A spark shot from one of the
mechanisms at my fingertips.

Swallowing a burgeoning scream, I
rubbed my hands on my black leggings and brushed the gun at my
side. I slipped my fingers around the butt as I pressed my forehead
to the leather viewfinder again. “Port, forty-five meters
ahead.”

More sediment, full of debris and
fish, shifted. “Twenty-two meters, ahead,” I called out.

The ship slowly glided forward,
changing course with each call. At every mine, the swirl
congregated. “Ahead, two mines, ten meters starboard.” The ship
took a hard right. I heard the thump as someone slid off their
seat.

“General, these mines are
mapped,” Briggs said. “Semara’s exhausting herself while not
providing the needed extra warning.”

Harrison’s loud strides
approached.

“Map?” Something was wrong
but I refused to take my eyes off the screen for a second. “Wait,
hand it to me.”

“Why?” Briggs
asked.

“Five meters, aft,” I
called. Eyes still glued to the viewfinder, I reached out for the
halo. “Give it to me,” I said again. She placed it in my hands and
I shot a quick glance at the images sparkling in red. Creating a
grid in my mind, my gift pinged each of the mines closest to us. I
pointed to one red dot. “This one’s off by three meters,” I said as
I returned to my task.

“How does she know
that?”

“No distractions,
Lieutenant,” Harrison said, his voice low and harsh.

“Tell you later,” I
muttered. I wasn’t sure she’d understand that an itch under my skin
alerted me each time we neared a mine. And now that I’d seen the
map, each time I located one not identified, I added it. “Twelve
meters dead ahead.”

Once again, another mine, not
indicated on the map, was suspended in the water ahead.

“That would’ve been the end
of us,” Lieutenant Briggs mumbled behind me.

“Twenty meters, one port,
two dead ahead.”

As Raeth relayed her data, the
intercom clicked and a man from the engine room said, “We’ve lost
maneuverability, sir.”

“All stop,” Harrison
ordered in a cool, assured voice.

The engines groaned. Everyone slid.
Somewhere on the bridge, a person gasped.

I knew, given our location, we
wouldn’t stop in time. I gripped my pistols, hoping they’d help
keep my hands cool and not melt the bulk head. With a sharp exhale,
I surged heat through my body, focusing on the chains restraining
the mines beneath the channel’s surface.

“Prepare for impact,”
Briggs said. Like Harrison, her voice remained calm.

The chains’ metal, combined with the
cold ocean water, fought the fire within me. Iron coated my taste
buds. The chemical odor of smelting flooded my senses.
Concentrating my energy on one link, it quickly weakened and broke
free. The chain sank to the seafloor as the mine floated to the
surface. I turned to the next one.

As I directed my fire on
the last mine, the tip of the ship slid into the weakened chain.
Gasps filled the bridge. The next moment, the chain fell to the sea
bed, freeing the SB-06’s bow, as the mine drifted upward.

Choking on the smothering metallic
stench, a soothing coolness calmed my fiery energy. Somehow,
without touching, Raeth, Ryder, and I had joined our gifts. And
because of that, everyone had survived.

“You did it,” Briggs said
in an awed voice. “Even if we’d missed the last mine, we would’ve
hit these. They weren’t on the map either.”

It took several hours to solve the
problem with the steering. At one point, an engineer came onto the
bridge and whispered something to Harrison before departing again.
His grim expression told me the news wasn’t good.

What’s wrong?
I asked through our mental link.

Bendar and Ryder
discovered sabotage while fixing the steering problem. But keep
this to yourself for now.

I nodded.

Once control was restored,
we slowly worked our way through the rest of the field. Raeth and I
remained connected, manipulating the water, sand, and metal, while
no one made a sound. Turn after turn, the SB-06 maneuvered with ease. The last
mine bleeped in my mind and we bypassed it without
incident.

With a long, deep sigh, I
straightened, rolled my shoulders, and readjusted my corset. Then I
checked my guns. Seeing that the blue coolant had remained in
position reassured me. My gift wouldn’t melt Penton’s weapons. But
would it fire when I needed it?

Harrison flicked on the comm. “Well
done. Landing team, report to the shuttle.” Flipping off the comm,
he turned to the bridge. “Remain outside the sea wall, ready for
combat, if required.”

Armed guards entered the bridge. “All
secure, sir.”

Harrison motioned an older man
forward. “Is communication locked down, Sergeant?”

“Yes, sir.”

Blank-faced, Harrison
scanned the crew. “The SB-06
was sabotaged.” Several people gasped. “While I’m
gone, follow Sergeant Mason’s orders. When we’ve freed Fallon and
are five minutes out, I’ll contact Mason and you’ll prepare for
departure.”

He walked to the lift and motioned
Briggs to join him. Gradually, her expression changed from incensed
outrage to understanding. Then she nodded, a small smile curving
her lips. The doors of the lift slid shut behind them.

When it returned, Raeth locked arms
with me, and together, we crossed the bridge and boarded it. As
soon as the doors closed, I collapsed against the back
wall.

Raeth met my gaze. “Th-that was
t-tough.”

“You did amazing. And we’re
alive only because our gifts merged.”

“I know.” Raeth wiped her
mouth with the back of her hand. “Yuck, m-metal tastes
gross.”

I laughed. “No kidding. But I’m not
sure which is worse, the stink or feeling like there are grains of
sand stuck in my teeth.”

The lift opened to the
shuttle bay. Arched steel beams extended from one side of the bay
to the other, over the two crafts. Crewmen moved a shuttle to the
side and secured it to the bay floor with large bronze clamps,
while others readied the one we were to take. Compared to the
massive bronze and gold shuttle on the queen’s ship, these two
looked like newborn babies. Yet unlike her ship, whose main purpose
was to awe and intimidate, the SB-06 was a functioning war
machine.

I felt Harrison join me. Without
turning, I said, “It looks like you’re planning to fight
Mandesa.”

“Since the day you were
ripped from my arms.”

Before I could respond, he marched off
toward our shuttle. Staring after him, I realized I couldn’t
remember the moment the queen had captured me. I’d question whether
Harrison had told the truth, but Bendar had already confirmed what
I could remember.

But now wasn’t the time to confront
him and, not wanting him to see my turmoil, I morphed into solider
mode.

As I approached the shuttle, Ryder
took my hand. “Thanks for helping free my uncle.”

“It’s our family, assuming
he still wants me to be a part of it.”

His shoulders bumped mine. Even
without his touch, I knew our connection was as necessary as air,
if I was ever to be whole.

“He’ll be ecstatic. Always
said I needed a good woman to get me straight.” He
winked.

Together, we plodded up the gangplank.
Separating, we ducked to enter the ship and squeezed into two empty
seats.

I elbowed Ryder when Harrison directed
Raeth to the captain’s chair, taking the co-pilot’s chair for
himself. “I hear you have mean pilot skills.”

Raeth chuckled. “S-sounds like my
brother’s been t-talking.”

“He may have mentioned
something,” Harrison said in a casual, light voice. Like a father
to a daughter. The way I wished he’d speak to me.

Penton’s long limbs curled and twisted
like a spiderat, enabling him to fit in the seat. “It’s true, sir.
Raeth’s a great pilot.”

“Comfy?” Ryder said,
grinning.

Penton flashed his normal pensive
greeting at Ryder. I wanted to smack him and tell him to banter
back, but he needed to figure it out on his own.

With a tooth-baring grin, Bendar
entered the shuttle, jumped onto the seat next to Penton, and
checked out the cramped cockpit. “Once good be little.”

Penton rolled his eyes and grunted.
“Guess you’re right. It’s good to be the size of a Meroder bug at
times.”

“Oh.” I slapped my palms
over my mouth to stifle my shock.

Penton seemed to realize then how his
comment had sounded, for his face paled. “Uh, no, I didn’t
mean―”

Bendar clawed at the air. “Bug
infests, mean and stings.” His impersonation of a Meroder bug
brought me to giggles and effectively eased the tension from
Penton’s posture.

“But bugs aren’t as nasty
as a spiderat,” Penton said. He flailed his long limbs, earning
another tooth-baring grin from Bendar.

The lit display up front drew our
attention. As soon at the docking crew cleared the bay, the air
lock sealed. My ears popped as the internal pressure increased to
that of the water outside.

“Clear,” a man said over
the comm.

Raeth nodded to Harrison and he
answered, “Clear and ready.”

Clunk…thwank…boom.

I started at the sound. Then as water
filled the bay, I realized the noise came from the clamps
releasing. Our engines engaged as water filled the bay. The double
doors slid open and we blasted out into the sea.

A hint of our connection filtered into
my consciousness, and I realized it was Raeth’s gift working with
the water in conjunction with her skill. I was in awe of her
capabilities. So much had changed. Only a year ago, her prosthetic
leg negated her ability to use her gift.

Ryder leaned toward my ear.
“That’s my sister for you. Full of surprises. Sometimes, I think my
parents should’ve made her promise to protect me.”

My heart warmed at his words. There
was no malice or jealousy in them, only admiration.

I glanced at Penton to see his
reaction to Raeth’s gift. He sat, his posture rigid, clutching a
small bag in his lap. His gaze was distant, his brows drawn into a
straight line.

I touched his arm and whispered, “The
guns you gave me are more than just weapons. They saved us as I
guided us through the mine field.”

“What do you
mean?”

“I wrapped my hands around
their handles and the coolant dissipated my energy. It prevented me
from overheating. I would’ve fried the console otherwise and
possibly discharged a fatal amount of energy that would’ve melted
the ship.”

His eyes widened and his mouth dropped
open. After a second, he recovered and grinned. “It
worked?”

Ryder cleared his throat. “You’re
brilliant, Penton. Just ’cause one weapon didn’t work as planned,
doesn’t change the fact it saved us from the Wasters. You’re mighty
talented with weaponry. Just need to keep working. I know you’ll be
the one to save the Triune.”

My chest swelled with pride and a lump
rose in my throat. I didn’t dare look at Ryder. Knowing him, he’d
say something silly to cover his kindness and acceptance of
Penton.

The ship zoomed through the water
without resistance. Within a few hundred meters, the small craft
zigzagged. The ship screens revealed the underwater world near UE.
Littered across the sea were destroyed bridges, buildings, and
large vehicles. My gaze narrowed on a spot where the sea floor had
been cleared of debris.

“Listen carefully.”
Harrison flipped on the speaker.

Bing…bing…bing.

He nodded to Raeth then stood and
joined us at the rear of the cockpit. Pointing at the monitor, he
said, “According to our sources there’s a stationary sonar beacon.
It’s part of the trusses of that bridge. It’s designed for larger
ships, to alert of an attack. We’ll be considered insignificant as
long as we don’t disturb it and it doesn’t pick up the ship. The
key is timing.”

He held a finger to his lips for
silence as the ship’s engine idled and we floated with the
channel’s current.

Bing…bing…bing.

Raeth closed her eyes and listened.
The entire cabin sat in silence.

Bing…bing…bing.

If even the tail of our craft caught
in the beacon’s sweep, we’d be done for.

Bing…bing…

The ship shot forward between one bing
and the next.

Bing.

“Clear,” Raeth
said.

Ryder exhaled by my side. “Stealth is
not my thing.”

Bendar chuckled. “No, never silent.
Big opinions.”

I snickered, but squeezed Ryder’s
hand.

“Five hundred meters,
Penton,” Harrison said.

“Ready, sir” While his
voice was full of confidence, his pressed lips showed his
anxiety.

“Don’t worry, Penton,
you’ve got this,” I whispered.

He nodded, pulling his brown satchel
closer and I could hear glass clank together.

The ship arched, drawing our attention
forward. Large, curving steel beams held pods made mostly of glass,
long since cracked and broken. The structure resembled a large
wheel and I could see benches lining the insides of each pod. Some
pods hung over the side of the river wall. More blocked our path
ahead.

“Here’s the end of the
line,” Harrison announced.

A sting rushed through my arms and
legs and I took in a long breath. My lungs were tight, almost
restricting my breathing. I inhaled again. Soothing air calmed
me.

Raeth cut the engines. The craft
bobbed to the surface and rocked in the waves. “Sh-should appear as
d-debris.”

“I thought we were entering
through the waterways?” I asked.

Harrison gave a curt nod. “Change of
plans. Time to go.” We stood and joined Harrison at the hatch. He
pulled a handle and it popped open.

Penton stuck his head out of the
hatch, scanning the landscape in all directions before pulling back
into the ship. “All clear.”

Harrison clapped him on his shoulder.
“Go.” As Penton cleared the craft, Harrison gave Bendar a lift.
Raeth stepped up next to Ryder and he and Harrison passed her up to
Penton.

I kissed Ryder’s cheek then raised my
hands to grasp the hatch’s rim and climb out. But before I had
chance, Harrison clasped my hands and lifted me through the
opening. His strength surprised me.

Despite the overcast sky, I squinted
for a moment, my eyes adjusting after being in the dark ship.
Marshy land, filled with tall weed and crushed buildings, lined the
edges of the channel. I curled my lips at the dead fish floating in
the milky grey water. A half-eaten bird draped over the sea wall.
Death whispered a warning to my soul.

From his satchel, Penton removed
several bottles, a few bullets with tiny syringe-style ends, and
some rags.

Ryder grinned. “Might need an
explanation.”

“They’re darts, loaded with
fast-acting neuro-toxins mixed with tranquilizers. They’ll be quick
and affective. If a person’s smaller than average, it could be
deadly. If they’re larger, it’ll take two darts. While resources
were scarce, I was still able to make extra serum and brought it
along.”

“And the bottles?” Ryder
asked.””

“If you run out of darts,
saturate a rag with the liquid from the bottle and shove it in
their face. Low tech but effective.” Then Penton retrieved a black
metal object, with a bronze-looking cylinder attached to the top,
from his satchel. “You’ll load the darts into this.” He
front-loaded all the darts into the cylinder as if he were packing
a cannon with multiple shots. “While it only fires one at a time,
as soon as you fire it, the next drops into the muzzle, ready to
use,” he said, handing it to Ryder.

“How much noise does it
make,” Ryder asked.

“It’s silent because it
runs on compressed air.”

“Down,” Harrison ordered.
As we all squatted near some brush, Harrison pulled a monocular
from his belt. “Looks clear, but the nearer we get to the prison,
the tighter the security.” He glanced at Penton. “What’s the
distance on your darts?”

“I haven’t had a chance to
test its full range, but I’d say about a hundred
meters.”

Harrison nodded then looked at Ryder.
“I hear you’re a good shot.”

“You heard correct and,” he
studied the gun, “it’s better than me draining their life
force.”

Harrison motioned us forward. Bendar
took the lead, creeping to the edge of the brush and peeking over
the top of a weed. “Me lost.”

“You c-can hold my h-hand,”
Raeth said.

Harrison rubbed his forehead, in a way
I’d already learned meant he had an idea I wouldn’t like.
“Bendar’ll make an excellent distraction.”

Bendar shot Harrison a knowing look,
filled with hidden meaning. “Me decoy.” He straightened the rope
ladder around his shoulder and belt full of supplies then faced me.
“Semara, no worry. Hiding and fooling guards, Bendar the best.” He
beamed at me. His flushed round cheeks glowing with pride warned me
any attempts to stop him would be foiled. He’d always enjoyed
besting the queen’s guards when they’d used him for target
practice, and I could see he viewed this as, once again, defeating
the queen.

Leaning forward, I pressed a kiss to
his forehead. “Be safe.”

He sprang into the tall reeds, their
movements the only indication something other than wind was out
here. The heavy odor of plant and animal decay hung ominously in
the air.

As Bendar disappeared, Harrison
motioned us over. “From this moment forward, no one speaks. I’m
going to tap into each of your minds and function as a transmitter
between all of you. Is that understood?”

Biting my lower lip, I joined my
friends and nodded.

Let’s
go, he ordered silently.

Ryder led, with the dart gun in hand.
He nodded, the gesture reassuring me that he’d get them before any
harm befell Bendar.

The gloomy overcast sky
made picking out hidden guards difficult. But not impossible, I thought,
spotting two shadows moving along the stone walkway. Their guns
rose and I tensed, my hand flying instinctively to my
holster.

Harrison grabbed my arm and
shook his head. Unless necessary, do not
engage. If you must, use doused rags and save the darts for outside
the Tower. He glanced at Ryder.
Don’t use your gift. It’s a calling card we don’t
need. If it’s life or death once we’re inside, do whatever is
needed to survive and get back to the ship.

Understood, I heard everyone reply in
unison.

With a soaked rag in each hand, Ryder
and Penton disappeared into the thick grass. I trusted Penton’s
concoction would work. How fast, was another matter.

I kept my neck stretched, watching
over the tops of the weeds, but I’d lost sight of them.

Suddenly, one of the guards snapped
his gun in my direction. Instantly, I dropped to my belly on the
hard ground and froze. Months ago, my heart would have leapt out of
my chest. Now, it took more than a pistol to make me
sweat.

With a shaky breath, I glanced at
Harrison and Raeth. They nodded at me, but Raeth’s expression was
pinched.

“Hear something?” one guard
asked.

“It’s probably just a
rat.”

“Think we should check it
out?”

“Don’t be stupid, Private,”
a third voice snapped. “That brush is full of things you don’t want
to face. No use wasting your ammo. Now, get back to your
post.”

A moment later, shots echoed off the
stone walls.

As I started to push
upright, Harrison flung himself over my back. If they’re dead, there’s nothing we can do. You move again,
and we’ll join them.

Raeth reached out, grasped my fingers,
and squeezed. Big brown eyes pleaded for me to settle. Reluctantly,
I did.

Then Ryder’s voice
whispered in our minds, Two down, one to
go, followed shortly by an
All clear.

Grinning, Raeth and I crept toward
Bendar’s last known position, praying he hadn’t been hit by the
bullets. I slipped one of my guns from its holster and aimed toward
the nearing footsteps on my right. As Ryder broke through the
thicket, I exhaled, not realizing I’d been holding my
breath.

Bendar? he mouthed.

I shook my head and shrugged. Good
thing we weren’t allowed to talk because fear choked me to
silence.

Ryder tipped up my chin and brushed a
kiss across my lips. Taking my hand, he eased me up and jerked his
head in the direction we needed to go. Taking the lead, we followed
Ryder for a few meters then he tumbled to the ground. I froze just
as my boots kicked something solid. I dropped my gaze to the ground
but all I saw was rusty-colored hair and blood.


Chapter Thirty-One

 


 


My hands clamped over my mouth,
stifling my cry of shock and anguish. My knees buckled and I sank
to the hard ground, pebbles digging into my shins.

Flipping Bendar onto his back, Ryder
assessed his limbs, torso, and head. A small gash etched his
temple.

“Can you…?”

I didn’t even need to ask. Ryder’s
eyes were already glowing silver.

Pressing his palms to Bendar’s scalp,
the blood crusted and the skin sealed. The dark line lightened to a
pale pink then faded to a thin white scar before disappearing
completely.

Bendar’s eyelids flickered open before
his goofy grin swelled his cheeks. He opened his mouth to speak,
but Harrison pressed his hand over it. When he lifted a finger to
his lips, Bendar blinked his response.

A second later, Penton and
Raeth joined us. She tapped Harrison on the shoulder and
grinned. Time to rescue our
friends.

We trudged through the muck until we
stood sodden and filthy before the Tower.

There were four, not three
guards, on the perimeter and I’m out of darts, Ryder said through our mental link. It’s high, but manageable.

Bendar shuffled over and, frowning,
stared up at his entry point then turned to Ryder. At over six
feet, he was perfect as Bendar’s platform and catapult, if
needed.

Muscles bulging against his grey
shirt, Ryder knelt, allowing Bendar to climb onto his shoulders.
Once the little man had his balance, he rummaged through his side
pouch and brandished a small hand-held drill then set to work on
the vent cover.

Each time a screw loosened, the back
of my neck prickled in awareness. Given our guard count was off, if
there were any other guards lurking around and heard the drill,
they’d raise an alarm. Yes, Penton stood ready with his bottle in
one hand and rag in the other, but that wouldn’t help if dozens of
guards descended on us.

Raeth moved to his side as Harrison
covered the walkway.

Bendar yanked the cover off and handed
it down to me. Then he stuffed the drill back into his pouch and
whispered, “Now.”

Ryder lowered into a squat, moved
backward, then thrust upward, shooting Bendar at the vent. Bendar’s
upper body landed inside, leaving his short legs waving in the air.
Wiggling and twisting, he pulled himself in until he was no longer
visible.

Panting, Ryder collapsed onto the
ground. I lowered behind him, massaging his shoulders and he
flashed a grin. “Should’ve used Bendar for my overhead presses,” he
murmured.

Before I could reply, Bendar lowered
the rope ladder, having already secured it to the vent’s frame.
Raeth went first, her metal leg making the ascent difficult. Once
she’d reached the top, I scrambled up after her.

“Halt!” a guard yelled, his
voice reverberating off the metal walls of the vent. I flipped
myself around then, lying on my belly, I inched to the opening and
peeked outside.

A guard advanced on Harrison and
Ryder, seemingly unaware of Penton hiding in the weeds to his left
as he aimed his weapon at their chests. At the guard’s order,
Harrison and Ryder faced the stone wall with their arms raised.
Penton sprang up and clasped a rag over the guard’s nose and mouth.
Almost instantly, the gun dropped, followed by the
guard.

Harrison retrieved the weapon and
jammed it into the waistband of his pants. Only then did I notice
the collection Penton and Ryder had stashed in their belts and
pockets.

Penton dragged the unconscious man
into the reeds and dumped him beside the other sleeping
guards.

Sighing in relief, I moved further
into the shaft. Without a word, Ryder and Harrison scaled the
ladder in record time.

Harrison reeled in the
ladder. Cover, he
demanded. Penton lifted the vent cover up to him and he pushed it
in place, securing it temporarily. Stay
alert. And Penton, if things get out of hand out there, make your
way to the shuttle. Don’t wait for us. We’ll find an alternate
exit.

An emptiness in my mind told me
Harrison had cut the connection abruptly. He was a man used to
having people follow orders, with no room for argument.

Bendar signaled us to follow him. As
we started to crawl, Raeth’s artificial leg clanked against the
metal panels of the vent. We froze.

How are we going to
continue without alerting the entire Tower to our
presence?

As I gnawed my lower lip,
Harrison passed me a thick cloth. Give
this to Raeth. Tell her to put it under her leg. It’ll dull any
noise.

She gave me an apologetic look as she
positioned the cloth under her knee.

At a fork, we turned left and
continued down a long shaft. The last time I’d traveled via a
ventilation system, I was half dead. I barely even remembered Ryder
dragging me to safety. I just prayed no one needed to be dragged
out today.

Raeth stopped. A moment later, I could
hear Bendar’s drill. We’d reached our destination—the dreaded
Tower.

Shifting, I rested on my hip. Behind
me, I caught Harrison studying my every move. I arched an eyebrow
at him.

Nothing. It’s just
that... His eyes seemed to glaze over, as
if lost in a memory, but an instant later, his impassive demeanor
returned. I recognized the reaction as his quick suppression of all
emotion after a momentary show of weakness. I’d perfected the look.
It was what had kept me alive aboard the queen’s ship.

Raeth glanced back and shot
me a quick smile, her mental speech entering my mind with no
stutter. The exit’s near the floor. No one
in sight.

Finally, some good news. I waited
while Raeth wrapped her leg in the towel, tumbled through the
opening, making only a muffled clang, then rolled to the opposite
wall. A second later, she lay flat on her stomach, her gun drawn
and aimed at the hall. The weapon in her hand looked like a Penton
special. He’d been busy.

I hopped down and squatted by Raeth,
one of my new guns pointed at the corridor behind us. Harrison
quickly followed.

Worried, I looked for Ryder
and watched as he dropped into the hall. Standing, he scanned the
area, his gaze narrowing on the vacant corridor. His expression
hardened at the same time as I heard, not
good, broadcasted in my mind by
Harrison.

I followed his gaze, but
didn’t see anything. What is
it?

Nothing. That’s the
problem. Too easy.

I shuddered

Harrison pressed his back
against the wall and slid to the corner. Clear. They didn’t think about the vents when this was
constructed because there’s no direct access to the prison level.
But we still have to get in there. That’s where we’ll be facing
more opposition.

Bendar replaced the grate and turned a
few screws by hand before he passed Harrison and rounded the
corner. I soft-footed it to a large door with a glass slat at the
top. Three bolt locks and a keypad secured the door, evidence we’d
arrived.

After a quick inspection of the area,
I identified the queen’s handiwork set into the ceiling. I pointed
up at the sensors.

Harrison motioned for me to think so
he could communicate my thoughts to the group.

Those aren’t
speakers, I told them. They’re specialized alarm sensors. They respond to noise
above a specific point. Talking triggers them, as will Raeth’s leg.
Also, if you can’t open those locks with the right key on the first
try or if I melt them, a silent alarm is sent.

Raeth, with Harrison’s help, strapped
the cloth around her artificial foot.

Bendar pulled a case from his pouch.
Opening it, he removed a ring with a variety of keys dangling from
it and a thin fiber-optic lens. He inserted it into one of the
three locks, examined how it worked, then studied his keys.
Worried, I braced myself to sprint to our escape vent as he slipped
a key into the lock and turned. At the click, I exhaled and
struggled to stay upright.

He repeated this with the next one.
However, the amount of time it took him to match the third lock
unnerved me. I glanced at Harrison and Bendar.

Bendar shrugged.
Not lock.

What about the
keypad? I asked.

Raeth moved up to the door and ran a
finger across the top, sides, and bottom. Removing a small glass
bottle from her pouch, she sprinkled black dust over the top of the
pad.

Fingerprints? Harrison
asked.

Raeth nodded.

You’ve got one shot. Enter
the wrong code and it’s over, he
warned.

She smiled, replaced the bottle, and
removed a canister with a long straw-like stick. Puffs of white
sprayed from the can into the slit around the buttons. With each
puff, a beep sounded. After six beeps, the door snapped open.
Grinning, she met our curious gazes.

Another Penton
special? I asked.

She shook the can and
smiled with pride. Of course.

We eased through and shut the door
gently behind us. Two turns later, we neared the section holding
Fallon. One more set of locks and we’d be there.

Bendar peered around the
corner and froze. Soldiers.

My hand tightened on the butt of my
weapon, the coolant keeping my heat inside at a simmer.

Ryder scrubbed his
chin. Told you this is too easy. Fallon’s
bait.

You’re probably right, so
stay alert, Harrison said.

As soon as the guard disappeared down
another corridor, Raeth hurried to the key pad and repeated the
process required to unlock the door. I exhaled in relief as we
passed through without incident.

Ryder’s hand squeezed mine and his
cool gift surged through me, calming my mounting
anxiety.

Once we were confident the patrol had
continued on its circuit and wouldn’t reappear for an extended
amount of time, we moved toward our target cellblock. The hall
dead-ended. To the right, we spotted the main hub of the Tower—a
large room, enclosed in glass and metal and filled with soldiers.
It was an exact copy of the command centers in the queen’s council
buildings.

Soldiers, dressed in monotone
uniforms, focused on screens mounted overhead and on the desk
spanning the length of the space. Some sat, their hands over their
ear pieces, listening, while others tapped away on halo
pads.

I stared at the command
center, completely at a loss as to how we, not to mention Fallon
and Thornton, could get past them. Swallowing hard, I faced
Harrison. How can we rescue Fallon and
Thornton without being seen?

I’ll take care of
it. His eyes rolled back in his head then
his chin dropped to his chest.

Turning to my friends, I
mouthed, Who’s he contacting?

Raeth’s lips curled into
one of her all-knowing grins. Fallon, she mouthed back.

Seeing my confusion, Bendar
extracted a piece of paper and pencil from his pouch and scribbled
a note. Similar powers, it read. Mind influences
mind. He rubbed his brow and added,
But many.

Before I could ask what he
meant by many, the
sound of marching feet echoed through the halls. Two, maybe three
people approached. Ryder dropped my hand and turned on the heel of
his boots with a squeak.

My hand tightened on the grip of my
gun. Focusing, I connected with the power deep inside me and eased
the vault, containing the churning lava, open. Holding back my
power, waiting for the right moment to unleash it, I noticed
Ryder’s icy gaze focused on the corner. He, too, was waiting as the
marching drew closer. Whoever approached would be met with deadly
force.

But with twenty or more people in the
command center behind us, one of them was bound to hear the
attack.

Raeth scooted to my side, armed with
her pistol.

“Ryder’s gift first,” I
hissed. “Quieter that way.”

Raeth moved behind me, brandishing her
weapon.

“There’re two,” I
murmured.

Something about the sound of their
heavy boots hitting the floor tickled my memory. With a deep intake
of breath, I soothed my rising anxiety.

A quick look at Harrison confirmed he
was still frozen in his trance. I moved along the wall. Passing
him, I stood with my back against his, protecting him. We’d come
here as a team and we’d leave as one. If I had to, I’d incinerate
every soldier in the Tower, along with those stationed
outside.

I thought about Fallon and Thornton in
their cells, vaguely wondering what the other prisoners might have
done to deserve being incarcerated in such a hellhole. I paused, a
small smile playing at the corners of my lips. That was it. I’d
release every prisoner. After their treatment in the Tower, I
doubted they’d have any love for the queen and her council. They
could prove to be powerful allies or if nothing else, a perfect
distraction.

The steps halted at the corner behind
us and quiet descended. For a split second, I felt someone touch my
mind, then nothing.

Neumarian?

“Need help?” I heard a
familiar voice whisper.

Captain Gordon stepped forward with a
glinting smile. Mart followed, her lips pressed and brows
arched.

“We were on patrol and
discovered Penton,” Gordon said. “The kid almost took me out.
You’ve got forty minutes until the shift changes.” He gestured us
forward. “We best get going if you mean to rescue your
friends.”

Gordon strutted up to Ryder. “I’ll
draw the guards patrolling the catwalk into a cell and secure them.
You’ll have to take care of the rest.”

Ryder lifted his handgun, blocking
Gordon from passing. “Don’t like coincident. You here, us
here…”

Neither did I. Just like
when we were aboard the Freedom, I was torn between trusting
him and treating him as our nemesis. Concern gnawed at me, but
before I could sort out my worries, Mart elbowed me out of the way
and hooked her arm through Ryder’s.

“No surprise. We knew ye’d
make a play for ye uncle,” she said, in the soft tone she reserved
specifically for Ryder and Gordon. “Waited for ye to arrive. Want
to help.”

Gordon cast a warning sideways glance
at her. Every nerve in my body vibrated—this was a trap. But which
of them was the traitor? Mart, because I never wanted her hands to
touch Ryder again, or Gordon. Raeth waved them forward. “D-don’t
have m-much choice. T-tower will soon know we’re
h-here.”

Ryder shook off Mart’s arm and lowered
his weapon then leaned back against the wall, crossing his arms
over his chest. “Still think it’s mighty convenient.”

Harrison grunted, stumbled
against the wall, and met my gaze. Fallon’s in bad shape, barely hanging on. Third cell on the
right. His eyes widened at our new
companions. “Gordon? Mart?”

Gordon offered his hand in a Neumarian
handshake. Strange, few humans greeted Neumarians that
way.

Harrison’s harsh expression softened
in sympathy. “I’m sorry to hear about—”

“Later. Let’s get this
done. I’ll take care of as many guards as I can. The rest is up to
you. Here, take this.” Gordon slipped a bronze key card from his
jacket. “It’ll open the cells.”

A tingle of impending
danger raced from the base of my skull down my back.
What are you sorry for?

Later. Harrison nodded. Semara, I’ll need
your help. The Tower specializes in torture. Melt everything they
use. I’ll handle the guards at the control panels. Ryder, you drain
enough life force to incapacitate but not kill.

Ryder nodded.

I touched Harrison’s
arm. Where’s Thornton?

Two cells down from
Fallon. When Ryder gave the all clear
signal, Harrison faced us. Raeth and
Bendar, once the guards are down, take over the command center. The
control panel is near the front, far right. Open all the doors on
every floor. Once Gordon and Mart have stashed the guards in the
last two cells, lock them. Ryder, stay with Raeth. Fallon will need
your help.

Gordon stepped
forward. Let’s do this in phases. I’ll
take a group back first then you and Ryder follow. We’ll dwindle
the numbers down that way. At Harrison’s
nod, he strode toward the cells.

Taking a deep breath, I listened to
Gordon greet the guards. After a brief exchange, Gordon instructed
them to join him in the interrogation wing to prepare it for an
incoming prisoner. At his bland tone, I wondered if his involvement
was a routine occurrence. As I watched the soldiers snap to
attention, my body went cold, despite the roiling heat of my
gift.

Harrison canted his head, directing
Ryder into the open. I hated he’d been forced to use that aspect of
his gift. The memory of the lives he’d extinguished when he’d saved
Raeth in the Wasteland four years ago, still haunted
him.

I caressed his chest. “I’m here for
you. I’ll never leave you.”

With a jerky nod, he turned away from
me, walked out into the open, and assumed his fighting
stance.

“Hands up!”

Ryder raised his hands to chest level
and extended his palms out. A network of midnight black threads
started at his fingertips and moved up his arms, disappearing
beneath the sleeves of his shirt. Three men and two women crumpled,
unconscious, to the ground, weapons still holstered.

We hurried toward the controls on the
far right that operated the cell and guard doors.

Frowning, Ryder trotted up to us.
“It’s too easy,” he muttered, his eyes hovering over the fallen
bodies.

“For now, stop worrying.
We’ll figure it out,” Harrison answered.

He knelt and checked their pulses.
“You’re control is absolute, Ryder.”

I gave his shoulder a reassuring
squeeze. “They’ll be fine.”

As much as I knew harming others
tormented him, the faster we got out of here, the better. There was
something to what Ryder said. It was too easy, especially given the
queen’s involvement. As much as I wanted to believe the council
played both sides because they were weak, I didn’t. If Ryder and I
were right, this mission was going to blow up and we’d be lucky to
survive.

Ryder placed a chaste kiss on my
forehead. “Be careful.”

I squeezed his hand. “You,
too.”

Joining Harrison, I charged
with him up the sloping floor to the second cell door, leaving
Ryder and the others to deal with the command center. While the
corridors appeared clean and non-threatening, I knew better. Death
and decay permeated every stone of the Tower. Even the air was rank
with it. I glanced at Harrison. How many
people have died in this place?

Too
many.

Fallon’s door opened with a clang.
Stepping inside, I gasped at the sight. Every torture device
imaginable hung or protruded from ceiling, walls and floor. I
started forward, my eyes drawn to the man hanging from the ceiling,
his limbs stretched just short of being ripped from his
body.

“Oh, my God, Fallon,” I
gasped. Only a hint of the sweet man I’d met back in the Mining
Territory remained.

“There’s no god here.”
Harrison shot a glare at me. “Melt everything in here, Semara.
Fast.” He grimaced.

“Free all the prisoners and
help get them out of here?” Even without him telling me, I’d
already planned to do just that.

“Yes. But let’s start with
Fallon. Melt his chains and I’ll catch him. Then destroy every
piece of equipment in the Tower.”

Swallowing hard, I
nodded. Do you know who it is?

Yes, and he’ll pay. But
not now. “Get to work.”

My gaze slid from the ceiling down the
rusted chain that coiled around a metal bar. Shackles secured
Fallon’s wrists to the bar. Blood trickled down his arms from a
large spike driven through each palm. Tears burned my eyes as grief
and rage boiled inside me. Barely able to maintain control, I shot
two narrow beams of heat at his shackles, slicing through
them.

Harrison caught him as he collapsed
toward the floor.

I straightened and wiped the tears
from my face. Heat radiated through every vein in my body. My hands
shook and a bright orange light flashed, reaching every dark corner
and crevice. A second later, the stench of molten metal filled the
room, reducing everything to glowing slag and floating gray
ash.

I gently touched Fallon’s head, my gut
churning at his pained expression and shallow breaths. Would I ever
see his brilliant smile or hear his uplifting words again? “Is
he…?”

“Yes. Not for long, though.
We need Ryder.” Harrison clutched him to his chest. “Hang on, man.”
His mouth thinned to a knife’s edge as he took a step forward then
stopped. “Go, Semara.”

Gordon arrived just then, stumbling
back upon seeing Fallon. “I-I didn’t know.”

I grabbed his hand. “Gordon, please.
Fallon’s dying. We need to get him to Ryder.”

“Of course.” He grabbed one
of Fallon’s arms and draped it around his neck, holding it in
place. Together, one on either side of him, they carried him
out.

Blinking back tears, I checked to see
that Fallon was still breathing. Barely alive, his head lulled
forward. My eyes widened.

Ryder…Raeth.

I bolted down the slanting corridor. I
had to prepare them before they saw his condition, especially
Ryder. We couldn’t afford to have him react in anger. We needed him
to focus and use his gift to heal Fallon.

As I descended the steps into the
control room, Raeth and Bendar glanced up from the consoles where
they were monitoring all activity in and around the Tower. I
ignored them, so focused on Ryder I didn’t even notice Mart
standing beside him at the bottom of the steps. Grabbing his hand,
I poured all my love into my touch. “We’ve freed Fallon but…You
have to heal him. If you don’t, he’ll die.”

Harrison and Gordon arrived as the
last word left my mouth and laid him on the floor.

Ryder knelt beside Fallon and growled.
“Barabe Virzabi. They’ll pay for this.”

No one objected. Even during a war,
what they’d done to Fallon was brutal.

At Raeth’s whimper, I wrapped my arm
around her. Together, we watched Ryder’s hands press first, against
Fallon’s chest, then slide over his arms, hands, and legs.
Everywhere he touched, a healing silver light streamed continuously
from his hands into his uncle. Wounds slowly closed. Fallon’s
breathing steadied, his blanched skin brightened.

I knew from experience that Fallon’s
pain had been replaced by euphoric dreams or memories.

Sighing in relief, I glanced at
Harrison. Our gazes locked. In his eyes, I saw his shielded
torment. When he’d connected with Fallon, he’d discovered how near
death his friend was.

Throughout the healing, Gordon had
kept quiet. Now, he mumbled, “How could they? He’s one of us. They
promised not to harm any Neumarians.”

I stiffened. “Us?” My gaze narrowed on
Gordon. “Promised?”

Mouth thinned to a slash, Harrison
stared at Gordon. “Did you really think they wouldn’t turn on you?
How many times do they have to betray you before you realize
they’re opportunistic thieves who prosper through others’
misfortunes?”

Mart jabbed her finger at Harrison’s
chest. “Ye be speaking ‘bout me people now. Europeans be good
people. Gifts or curses, don’t care. I’m true to me people an’ so’s
Captain Gordon.” She leaned forward, daring Harrison to challenge
her.

Ignoring her, he snorted, his gaze
still fixed on the captain. “Stop trying to get in my head, Gordon.
You don’t have the strength.”

“Your head?” I scanned both
their faces for answers.

“You didn’t know?” Harrison
said. “The captain here can dig deep into your subconscious, see
things even you don’t remember.”

“Same as you,” Gordon
countered.

“What’s the deal with mind
control? Why’s everyone got it?” I asked.

“M-mind m-manipulation’s
believed to be a dominant gene,” Raeth explained. “It’s m-more
common.”

“You didn’t tell me you
were a Neumarian, Gordon.” All the suspicions I’d had while on
the Freedom surfaced, my feeling of betrayal growing. “You said it was
hypnosis.”

Harrison grabbed him by the throat.
“You son of a bi—”

“Got go,” Bendar said,
shuffling over. His scrunched face warned bad news was coming.
“Alarms.”

“Need one more minute,”
Ryder grunted.

I ignored Bendar’s warning and
advanced on Gordon. “Why didn’t you tell me the truth?”

“I thought it best if I
helped you remember your past without creating a barrier between
us. You have major trust issues. If you’d known I’d be digging into
your subconscious, you would’ve blocked me. We never would’ve
gotten anywhere. Not that it helped. We never figured out who the
boy was in your dreams.”

“Yes, I did. He was my
friend.” I rested my hand on top of Bendar’s head. “Bendar was the
young boy on the hill.”

“But…but if that was
Bendar, then it wasn’t…” He stepped back, his shoe thumping against
the bottom step.

Bendar grabbed my arm and shook it.
“Thornton door open. Get him.”

Don’t let Gordon
leave, I told Harrison as I raced down the
corridor and found the open cell. I still
have questions he will be answering.

The cell was similar to Fallon’s,
various torture mechanisms hanging from the walls and ceiling.
Without thinking, every implement turned to dust in a bright flash
of orange light. Yet I doubted anything could remove the smell of
death that had seeped into every pore of the Tower’s stone
walls.

At seeing Thornton, I stopped
abruptly. His face was stricken with terror and tears were
streaking down his cheeks. He sat board straight, his palms flat on
his thighs. Not a muscle moved. “Go. Leave me,” he
hissed.

I rushed to his side and crouched in
front of him, laying my hands on his. “What are you talking about?
Are you hurt?”

Thornton trembled so hard his teeth
chattered. “Get out of here. I don’t know how much longer I can sit
here.”

“What are you talking
about?”

“There’s a bomb. Can’t
deactivate it. Please, go. It’s a trap.”

A lump rose in my throat. “Why?
How?”

“Gordon told them you’d
come for me.”

“Gordon?”

“He turned me over to them.
I’m the trap, though if this bomb fails to kill you, they’ll kill
you when you try to leave. Please. Please don’t die with me. Try to
save yourself.”

His stiff posture suddenly made sense.
If he moved at all, he’d detonate the bomb.

My pulse echoed in my ears and the
room began to waver, but I refused to leave. “The only way I’m
leaving here is with you. Please calm down. Talk to me.” I crossed
my legs and sat in the middle of the floor.

His eyes shot to me. “Are you
insane?”

“No, but I won’t leave you
to die here. You’re one of us, our friend.” Lying on my back, I
scooted under his cot. My eyes widened at the size of the device. A
cluster of wires, connected to the trigger switch mounted to his
cot, fed into holes drilled into the walls and floor. I’d seen this
before. More explosives had been hidden in the stone. It was a
favorite of the queen’s general. If he stayed true to form, there
would be multiple fail-safes built into this.

Thornton was right. There was no way
to get him out without blowing up most of the Tower.

“Don’t even think about it.
The bomb’s set to explode if any wires are cut. There is a
controller. It’s the only way to disengage the trigger.”

“Then I’ll find the
controller.” I shoved up from the floor.

“You really are the savior,
part of the Triune, aren’t you?” he asked.

Triune was one thing, savior
another.

“Stay put. I’ll be back to
save you. Got it?”

“You won’t find it in the
control room. The council has it,” Thornton warned.

I stiffened.

Why would they tell him where the
controller was? It was like they were expecting us to go looking
for it.

“I won’t let you die like
your brother in this Tower.” I placed a kiss on the top of his
head. When I leaned back, I was rewarded with a weak
smile.

“Thank you,” Thornton
whispered through more tears.

I raced back down the corridor to a
crowded control room. Prisoners leaned against the walls and each
other for support. Four gaunt men and three frail women surrounded
Harrison.

As I joined Raeth and Ryder, the
tallest of the men bowed to us. “Blessed be the Triune. I am
Ridgecroft. Two years ago, the queen and her general took control
of the UE. We,” he gestured to others surrounding Harrison, “the
council have been her puppets since and are only brought out for
high profile trials, such as the one for Fallon.” His expression
saddened as he glanced down at Fallon still lying on the
floor.

Unable to hide my bewilderment, I
stared. If the council was here—

I looked from Ridgecroft to Harrison.
“Why was the council imprisoned?”

Harrison held up his hand for silence.
“And the intel you’ve provided?” he asked Ridgecroft.

“False,” Ridgecroft said.
“It was sent by the general.”

A quick glance told me everyone had
come to the same realization. “They knew,” I said. “They knew when
we were coming. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be a reason for
Thornton’s bomb.”

“Bomb?” Ryder gripped my
shoulders and turned me to face him.

“Yes. If he moves from his
cot, it will detonate. But there might be a way for us to disarm
it. Perhaps we could join—”

“Won’t work,” Harrison cut
me off. Despite the council’s sworn
alliance, never give too much information. Keep your gift to
yourself for now. It’s good that they believe in the Triune, but
let’s not show them your abilities yet.

“How about this, then?”
Gordon brandished a sleek, brushed silver box with a single orange
button and handed it to me, Thornton’s controller. “Lifted this
from the general. Guess my previous life of thievery and survival
before I met my wife paid off after all.” He nodded to Mart, an
understanding passing between them. Had they known each other
before joining the ENR?

Bendar took the device from me and
plodded up the corridor toward Thornton’s cell.

On a harsh exhale, Harrison focused a
glare on Gordon. “Start talking.”

Gordon swiped his nose with his
knuckle and swallowed. “The queen’s general took my wife and
son.”

Harrison nodded. “I know that, Gordon.
They’d also kept my daughter a prisoner all these years. But I
didn’t turn traitor.”

“They promised to return my
family to me if I helped them capture you and the Triune!” Gordon
shouted, his face pinched tight with duress.

I wrapped my arms around Harrison,
afraid he’d throw his fist into the captain’s face.

“Were they the woman and
baby boy in that picture I saw in your office?” I asked. At his
weepy nod, I blinked back tears. “They’re dead.” The shock on his
face nearly stopped me from continuing. “The queen never let up on
her experiments of Neumarians, trying to join us with metal
implants. So far, only Raeth and I have survived.” I relinquished
my hold on Harrison and pulled aside my hair, showing him my
communicator.

“You know, you’re as dead
as we are, Gordon,” Harrison snarled.

Gordon sobered. “I can still help.
There’s a spy in your midst.”

“I’m aware of that. But
even if I didn’t, that bit of intel wouldn’t save you. Oh, I’m not
going to kill you, Gordon. I’ll leave that for the general.”
Harrison glanced at us, then at Fallon.

“Don’t worry about me,”
Fallon said. “Take care of business.”

My eyes widened at Fallon’s wink.
They’d planned this. They’d suspected the UE Council no longer
existed. That was the reason for the change in plans when we
arrived. The traitor must have been privy to the battle plans from
the beginning.

“Wait, so Fallon sacrificed
himself?” Ryder scowled.

“Fallon used supplies for
the Mining Territory as an excuse. We knew Malvek would turn him
over for a price.” Harrison lowered his chin to his chest as he’d
done when he had contacted Fallon earlier.

I touched his arm, hoping to hear who
he was communicating with.

He covered my hand with
his, and brought me into an ongoing update. Has our mole exposed himself?

Yes. It was as you
suspected, General, Briggs said.
Per your orders, Dred kept Major Stevens under
surveillance, but…

Unfortunately, Stevens
managed to make contact before he be executed, Dred told us. We be unsure if our
position is compromised. How soon can we expect yer
return?

Due to additional, but not
unexpected circumstances, I suspect we’re surrounded. Between Ryder
and Penton’s weapons, we might just make it out alive.

Want me to get
Penton? Dred asked.

Yes.

Dred was here? I’d thought he’d been
left at the Arc because he hadn’t fully recovered yet. I should
have known better. Dred had sacrificed family, conquered Malvek,
and flew to save us from the queen’s ambush on Acadia Beach.
Nothing could have kept him from this.

Why would a Neumarian
betray us? I asked.

As some humans and
Kantians fight for our side, some Neumarians fight for theirs. The
ones who blame me for starting the war, or for the deaths of their
loved ones.

Before I could ask anything else, more
freed prisoners filled the corridors outside the control room.
“What are we going to do with them?”

Harrison turned a gimlet-eyed stare on
the council. “It’s past time you chose a side.”

“We choose freedom,”
Ridgecroft said, without hesitation.

“Good. I’d hate to leave
you behind.” He gestured through the control room’s window at the
battered, half-starved men. “They’re the beginning of your
army.”

At the sight of Bendar returning with
Thornton, I rushed toward them, gathering Thornton into a
hug.

His thin arms wrapped tight around me,
and my soul warmed at his touch. “My savior,” he
whispered.

“How are you getting out?
The ventilation system will be blocked,” Ridgecroft
said.

Thornton released me and we turned to
the others.

Gordon scrubbed his chin. “Did they
tell you the bomb’s controller was with the council?” At Thornton’s
nod, he sighed. “As I thought, it was a trap. There’s still a
chance, Harrison. They’re waiting for you and the others at the new
council headquarters. They expected you to go looking for the
controller there, so the immediate area should be
clear.”

“Don’t trust the traitor,”
Ryder snarled. Sweat soaked his shirt. I knew even with the
additional energy he’d zapped from the guards, fully healing Fallon
had exhausted him.

Harrison scanned the hall, clutching
his gun tighter. “Neither do I.”

“We’ll hold them back,”
Ridgecroft offered.

“Can you acquire weapons?”
Harrison asked.

Ridgecroft nodded. “Yes, there’s an
armory one floor down.”

Harrison nodded. “Good. Bendar,
Fallon, and Thornton, go with Ridgecroft. Take all the prisoners to
the armory, load up, and meet us where we left Penton.”

Without waiting for confirmation,
Harrison led everyone out of the command center. Back at the main
door, Raeth opened it and we made our way into the next hall,
Ridgecroft leading the prisoners to the left as we veered
right.

At the next junction, Harrison shoved
me behind him and Ryder. “Take the lead, Gordon,” he ordered,
gesturing with his gun.

As Gordon rounded the corner, shots
suddenly rang out behind us. Red lights flew by my head and I
ducked, my hands shaking.

Penned back against the wall to avoid
the barrage, Harrison shouted to Gordon, “Get those doors
open!”

Gordon fumbled with his key card,
finally managing to open the large wooden French doors. We all
rushed across the corridor and inside, before slamming the doors
shut.

The large room, soared above us like a
deity reminding me of our insignificance in the world. Soft light
filtered through a row of stained glass windows and the ornate
carvings etched into the wooden pews didn’t help settle my unease.
Not a good defensive position if we were attacked from above. “What
is this place?”

“Sentencing by the council
takes place here,” Gordon said.

Fallon had stood there? Beneath that
pulpit? How had he felt as they read off his sentence?

Gordon rushed to the center of the
room.

A blast echoed off the stone walls and
I spun around to the French doors, but they were still closed. Then
screams pierced my eardrums. Swiveling back to face the middle of
the room, I saw Harrison and Ryder, down on one leg, guns at the
ready, their eyes searching the room for the source of the blast.
Behind them, lying in Mart’s arms, was Gordon, blood gurgling from
his mouth. A dark crimson was already spreading across his
uniform.

Where did that shot come
from? I asked Harrison.

Don’t know, but look
sharp. They could be anywhere in this damn place.

Raeth and I huddled around Mart as she
rocked Gordon and cried.

“Ryder,” Mart sobbed,
“help. You be able to save ‘im.”

Ryder crawled to Gordon’s side. His
hands shook and I knew he didn’t have the energy.

“No,” Gordon rasped. “Not
worth it.”

“What ye talking about?”
Black eye make-up streaked down Mart’s pale face. “Ye be captain.
Man who rescues and comforts all. Tell ‘im.” She looked at each of
us. “Make ‘im well.”

My chest ached. I dropped to my knees
and wrapped my arm around her but she shoved me away. “No. Don’t
need ye comfort. Need ye to fix ‘im.”

“No. I’m a traitor.” He
coughed red droplets into his hand. If Ryder didn’t do something
soon, Gordon would die.

“You’re a good man,” I
said. “You’re a great asset to our people. Even if I didn’t know
you were one of us.” I willed him to listen. While I had trouble
trusting the man, I’d spent so many hours at his side in his
office. We’d grown close.

“Why’d ye do that? It
shoulda been me that got shot. Ye speak nonsense. Shh.” She
continued to rock him as she looked at Ryder. “Ryder, save ‘im,”
she pleaded.

Gordon clutched his chest, coughing
and gagging on the blood filling his mouth. “Leave. Queen’s
summoned Emperor for reinforcements. Foreign soldiers in route.”
His bloodied hand reached out to me. I took it and edged into
Mart’s side. She didn’t push me away this time. Instead, she rested
her head on my shoulder and cried.

“Dreams,” Gordon said.
“Thought my baby boy was there. Queen captured them years ago. I
thought they lived. Should’ve known. Please forgive me.”

A lump lodged in my throat. Blasts
continued to pound against the doors from the corridor outside, but
I looked to Ryder for help.

He leaned in and pressed his hands to
Gordon’s chest. Silver edged down his arm, but only a thin, dull
line streamed from his fingertips before fading.

Gordon released my hands and grabbed
at Ryder. “No. Please. Honor my dying wish. I’ll be with my little
boy now.” He slipped his hand to Mart’s porcelain cheek. His thumb
brushed the dark lines left by her tears, smearing them. “Thought
my family was alive. All that time wasted. Could’ve loved you. Give
Paulson a chance. He’s not so bad.” He arched and grunted. A few
stuttered breaths heaved from his lungs before he gasped one last
time. His eyes went vacant, distant, and his hand slipped from her
face.

Mart hovered over him, bringing his
hand back to her cheek and holding it there. “No. Ye can’t leave
me. I don’t want Paulson.” Her forehead dropped to his and she
pounded weakly against his chest. “I love you.”
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The blasts outside in the corridor
grew more frequent, accompanied now by the guards’ shouting orders
to surrender.

I swiped tears from my eyes. “We have
to go, Mart.”

“Yes, we’re vulnerable
here. Let’s move,” Harrison said, but his softened tone did nothing
to console Mart. The tough girl with dreadlocks, piercings, and
dark makeup, now looked like a lost child.

“M-Mart, he’d want you t-to
go,” Raeth urged, working her magic as she nudged her gently away
from Gordon.

I lifted his head from Mart’s lap and
laid him on the ground, closing his sightless eyes with my
fingertips. “Rest in peace, my friend.”

It felt wrong to leave him there on
the floor, but we had no choice. Climbing to my feet, I slid my gun
from its holster and scanned the room, searching for a way out. A
glint of something reflected in an alcove beyond the council’s box.
I reached out and tasted metal. “There.” I pointed. “A
door.”

“Got it. Move.” Harrison
waved Ryder forward as he ushered Mart toward the exit.

Hurrying after them, a loud crash drew
my attention back to the French doors. The guards had finally
broken through. Aiming behind me, I fired several shots at them as
I continued to run.

Reaching the exit, I crouched,
providing cover as Harrison shoved the door open. Ryder pushed Mart
through before following.

Two men down. Three.

“Come!” Raeth
shouted.

I dove through the doorway, pulling my
legs to my chest and rolling across the ground to cushion my fall.
Coming to a rest in the weeds, I glanced around. Ryder was rounding
the corner of the building, Raeth, with her arm strung through
Mart’s, hurrying after him.

Before I could scramble to my feet and
follow, the wind whipped into a frenzy, all sound drowned out by
the roar of powerful engines overhead. A massive bronze, gold, and
silver-trimmed ship hovered over the Tower, a strange emblem
adorning its hull. A red square with a large yellow star at its
center, surrounded by four smaller stars.

I’d seen it before, on a flag flown at
the capitol of Acadia East.

Harrison!
I called through our mental link.

I know, he said, his frustration apparent even through
telepathy. The Emperor’s providing support
for the queen.

But why?

We don’t have time for
that now. Get your ass moving!

I sprang to my feet and ran, dodging
gunfire as I fought my way to the others.

Small crafts, fighters with sleek,
arched wings, shot from beneath the emperor’s ship and opened fire
on the city. Fires erupted all around me.

Grabbing the stone wall for stability,
I swung myself around the corner of the building then skidded to a
halt as Mart broke away from Raeth and pulled her gun from its
holster. She closed one eye, aiming, as she lifted the large barrel
directly at me.

“Duck!” she
yelled.

I barely had time to react before she
fired off several rounds, narrowly missing me as I dove to the
ground, skinning my arms on the Tower’s stone facade. Behind me, a
guard lay clutching his chest.

“Get up. I won’t be letting
Gordon die in vain. If he wanted ye to live, I be making sure that
happens.” Mart fired again and another guard dropped.

“Thank you,” I said,
climbing to my feet.

The ground suddenly shook with
explosions, the blasts echoing off the high walls of the Tower. I
glanced up at the emperor’s ship, projectiles dropped from the open
ammunitions bay door to the ground and buildings all around us. I
snagged the collar of Mart’s jacket and swung her around. “Let’s
move.”

Mart and I took turns providing cover
as we followed Raeth back to the field where we’d left Penton,
Ryder and Harrison just ahead of us.

“P-Penton?” Raeth called
out. No answer. Her shoulders drooped, her eyebrows scrunching
together with worry.

“It’s okay,” I said, giving
her shoulder a comforting squeeze. “We’ll find him.”

“Can’t stop here. Keep
moving.” Mart removed a second gun from her belt, just as big and
deadly as the first. Walking sideways, she kept her arms stretched
out to either side of her, covering our front and our rear as we
headed down the walkway.

“We n-need to
f-find—”

Another bomb shook the grounds, nearly
toppling us.

As we steadied ourselves, using the
stone walls for support, I saw Bendar trudging through the debris.
“Problem. Path to ship blocked.”

“What?” Harrison and I
asked in unison.

My hands shook.
Where do we go?

Calm down. Let me
think, Harrison said.

I scanned our surroundings.
Debris lay everywhere, cutting off any obvious escape routes, with
more bombs falling around us by the second. We have to fight our way out of here. But even if we make it
out of the city, we can’t swim across the river.

You’re right. There must
be another way.

“There be a ship in the
hangar,” Mart said. “I’ll get ye to a ship. ‘S what the captain
woulda wanted. But then I’m gonna fight. My people be dying out
there, so move it. The hangar’s a few hundred meters that way.”
Mart fired, killing another guard.

Dust and debris fell from the walls of
the Tower as bullets struck stone.

“Our people,” I corrected
her, my back pressed against hers as I covered her rear. “Come with
us. We’ll fight together. We all have the same goal. We’re all
fighting for freedom.”

Raeth looked at each of us, her
concern growing. “Wh-what about Penton?”

“On ship, with Dred.”
Harrison answered. Bendar took her hand in his. “We get back
soon.”

Harrison and Mart shuffled to the end
of the building. “Clear,” Harrison called.

I snagged Raeth’s hand and followed
the others around the corner and onto a street. Bullets whizzed
past. We rushed down the street, Mart checking doors as we passed.
If we didn’t get off the street soon, we were dead.

Kaboom!

A bomb struck a nearby building,
shaking the ground violently. Harrison was thrown against a metal
door. Ryder and I stumbled, Raeth’s hand slipped from mine as she
fell to the ground. My heart thrashed against my ribs and I
clutched my chest for a moment, trying to regain control of my
breathing.

Debris and bodies littered the street,
yet the onslaught of gunfire continued.

Heaving, I leaned against a building
and took aim.

Before I could fire off a shot, smoke
plumed overhead and ash rained down on us as a wall of dust and
dirt rolled through the street. There was no way we’d be able to
see, let alone breathe, in that massive rolling cloud.

But only Raeth, Ryder, and I had
masks. Without enough masks for everyone, we had to find another
way out of the oncoming cloud.

Grabbing the brass doorknob of the
first door I came to, I allowed heat to surge to my hand. Bronze
liquid dripped over my knuckles onto the ground. I lifted my boot
and kicked in the door. Mart, Raeth, and Bendar filed into the room
after me, Ryder tossing Harrison inside before pressing his back
against the door to keep it shut.

Coughing, sneezing, and groaning, we
all struggled to catch our breath. I swiped my watering eyes,
trying to clear them of dirt. Though my vision was blurred and the
room dark as night, I could tell by the way our coughs echoed that
the room was cavernous.

Bendar flipped on his light, swirling
it about to reveal a warehouse with a large open mezzanine. As the
beam swept across the open space, a glint reflected from the middle
of the room.

“Wait.” I leaned over and
grabbed Bendar’s hand, directing the light back toward the
center.

Bendar’s light settled on red fabric,
a jacket, its bronze buttons marching down either side. The
reflection came from a medal attached to the upper left
corner.

My hands instantly shook. Afraid of
what I would discover, I raised the light higher anyway, revealing
a monster.

The queen’s general.
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Old fears, ones I’d nearly forgotten
since my last encounter with the general on Acadia Beach, surfaced,
and I struggled to breath.

Look at him, Semara. See
him for what he really is, Harrison
said.

I forced myself to look at the man
before me. Instead of the all-powerful general I remembered, I saw
a pock-marked, hair plugged old man. And while he had remained the
same, I wasn’t the same frightened young woman he’d known and
expected to see anymore.

“I see you all finally made
it.” The general rested a hand on the gun at his belt. “Harrison.
So, you do live.”

“Yes, and faring better
than you, by the look of it.”

Soldiers flanked the general as he
stepped closer. “She swore you were alive, but I wasn’t so sure.
How’d you make it out of that cabin?”

Cabin? Is he referring to
the night Mother died?

Yes, now be
still. “My little secret,” Harrison said
then gestured to the general’s mechanical leg. “Still
hurt?”

The monster’s lip curled into a feral
snarl. “Still as smug as ever, eh, Harrison? She no longer loves
you. Not even your smile would win her over now.”

“Mandesa never loved me.
She doesn’t know how to love. And when I finally smile again, it’ll
be over your grave.”

I almost clapped for joy as the
general’s face turned ashen. My eyes narrowed at the tremor in his
hands and the urge to humiliate him further flared within me. I was
about to ask the pot-bellied beast if he still wore a corset, when
Harrison’s hand on my arm stopped me. It was only after Ryder
snorted, Mart chortled, and Harrison snickered in my mind that I
realized Harrison had transmitted my thought to the
others.

Holding onto his shredded dignity, the
general puffed out his chest. “Too bad Mandesa didn’t kill you and
your daughter years ago. It would have saved us a lot of trouble.”
He snorted. “As I’m sure you’ll soon discover, Semara’s more bother
than she’s worth. Does she know she’s alive only because you’ve
manipulated the council into believing she’s the queen’s
heir?”

Unable to conceal my shock, I glanced
at Harrison. I didn’t know whether to explode in fury or kiss him
in thanks. But as quickly as the heat blossomed, Ryder sent cooling
waves through me.

“Want me to kill the
general for you?” he asked out the side of his mouth.

“Later.” I knew he’d relish
sucking that monster dry. “He’s stalling,” I returned.

Semara’s right. He’s
waiting for reinforcements.

The general squared his shoulders and
stared at me. “You remember the night your mommy died, don’t you,
Semara?”

Flashes of the sounds and smells
assaulted me. “Yes.”

“Then you already know it
was your fault. Your mother is dead because of you.”

I could feel Harrison’s rage explode,
his thoughts ringing through my mind in rapid fire. I touched his
hand and he quieted.

Straightening my back, my regal
bearing in perfect form, I met the general’s gaze. “You’re wrong. I
know better. Hate and anger rule Mandesa, always have. She doesn’t
have an ounce of feeling for anyone, including you, General. If you
think differently, you’re as insane as she is.”

“Wrong, am I? Your parents
kept you hidden because they knew you were born to be a murderess.
You proved it that night, when you nearly killed your
father.”

Harrison stiffened next to me as a
memory flashed through my mind.

Daddy shoved me behind a
secret wall and begged me to stay hidden. I wanted to meet my Aunt
Mandesa. But he said no. Said she was a mean lady and Mama needed
him. He needed to go to her.

He pushed the door open
and I saw Mama. I leaned forward, waiting to be scooped up in her
arms. But the door was closing again. The man at Aunt Mandesa’s
side met my gaze for an instant then I was left in
darkness.

I could hear Daddy’s
muffled pleas. I covered my ears and curled into a ball.

He screamed.

Thump. Thump. Thump.
Something hit the secret wall.

“I was willing to leave
with you, to give my life!” Daddy yelled. His voice sounded scary,
scarier than I’d ever heard it. “You’d won! Why? Why murder
Lanena?”

“How could I not?” Aunt
Mandesa’s voice was so calm, it terrified me. I scooted further
away from the wall, into the darkness. “You were supposed to love
me. I was supposed to birth your babe, not Lanena, whose child is
meant to murder me. Now, they’re both gone and you have only
me.”

“Then…” Daddy’s voice
cracked, “Then I have no one.”

Terrified and silently
sobbing, I crawled to the panel and touched it.

“I’m here, Daddy,” I tried
to tell him through our connection. Nothing.

Rocking in the darkness, I
tried to calm myself as Mama and Daddy had taught me. Nothing
worked. All I wanted were my parents to hug me, kiss me, and make
that mean lady go away.

Then Daddy called out to
me in my mind. “Semara!”

A scuffle. Something
crashed against the door.

I felt feverish and
sleepy. I fought to stay awake.

The secret wall opened.
Red and orange flames were everywhere, burning the table and
Daddy’s favorite chair. Aunt Mandesa’s leg was trapped beneath a
large wooden beam, the flames crawling toward her. The man I’d seen
earlier lay unconscious on the floor, one leg hidden beneath a pile
of wood and roof tiles.

I blinked. Disgust filled me as I
stared at the general. “You were there. You’re the murderer. You
helped kill my mother.” I clutched Harrison’s hand and met his sad
gaze. My heart ached to beg his forgiveness. “You tried to save
Mama.”

“Yes. I loved her, just
as…just as I’ve always loved you,” he said in a broken
voice.

“Too bad. And you tried so
hard to save her,” the general said. “It was pathetic, watching you
beg Mandesa for her life. Remember how I held her down while
Mandesa took her head?”

Harrison lunged at the
general.

A canister shot from the gangway above
and blue mist instantly filled the room. My head spun and my legs
buckled.

Gunfire echoed throughout the
warehouse. I collapsed on my hands and knees, heaving, as a searing
pain split my head.

“No…” I heard Harrison cry
out, but his cries quickly faded.

Head throbbing, I fought the pain in
my temples and searched the dissipating mist for the others. On the
ground a few meters away, Ryder clutched his leg, blood pooling
around him.

“No!” I screamed. My
fingers grazed his vest, but the general grabbed a fistful of my
hair, yanking me from him. “Ryder!”

“Don’t touch her.” Ryder
thrashed, trying to reach me.

“What are you going to do
to stop me?” the general sneered. “Like my new toy? A gift from the
emperor. Chemical weapons that can block the brain from utilizing
your abilities. It only lasts a few minutes, but that’s all we
need. Looks like our little test worked.” He nodded to a nearby
soldier.

Three soldiers marched toward
Ryder.

“No!” I twisted and pulled
against the general’s grip.

As the soldiers descended on him,
Ryder looked at me and gasped, trying to speak. Lifting his arm in
the air, he stretched toward me.

I can’t lose him. Not now,
not ever. I flung my foot back, kicking at
the general’s calf. He yelped in pain but didn’t relinquish his
grip.

“How?” I managed, despite
the mind-splitting pain. “How did you know we’d come
here?”

He threw me to the ground, my wrist
twisting underneath me. “You’re trusted ally, Gordon, gave you to
us. Surprised?” His puffy lips arched into a maniacal grin. “He led
you to the council’s sentencing chamber and I took over from there.
Though Mart played her role in leading you toward the
hangar.”

“That be lies!” Mart
yelled.

“Why go to all that
hassle?” I asked, pushing up from the floor. “You could’ve just had
us locked up in the Tower, or blown us up with a bomb at any
moment.”

“Enough!” His meaty hand
clutched my neck, squeezing, holding me down.

Realization dawned and it all began to
make sense. “Emperor’s in charge…not you.” I clawed at his gloved
hand, fighting for air. “You’re…you’re just another
pawn.”

“Just like the queen, the
emperor’s only a ruler for the moment, but the men follow me.” He
tossed me back to the floor then turned on his heels. “Take that
wounded parasite and that traitor, Harrison. Collar them and lock
them up until you can deliver them to the queen. I’ll take her,”
the general lifted me by my hair, “with me. Kill the
rest.”

Raeth, Bendar, and Mart huddled
together as soldiers advanced on them.

The general dragged me away. I fought
to send my gift into his metal leg, but nothing. I could feel the
heat inside me, with no way to get out.

Harrison elbowed the soldier trying to
restrain him, managing to free himself. “You touch her and I’ll gut
you,” he growled, charging toward the general. Another soldier
struck him in the back of his head with the butt of a gun and he
collapsed to his knees.

“Dad!” I cried.

He looked up, a glint of love in his
eyes before they rolled back in his head and he passed
out.

“The absentee father cares
now?” the general mocked.

Ryder swung his shoulders, fighting to
free himself from the soldiers who held him, but the blood surged
fresh from his leg. “Don’t touch her!”

“What’s the matter? Trouble
healing that leg of yours?” The general laughed and turned back
toward Ryder, shoving me in front of him. “Perhaps we’ll stay, make
the princess watch as you bleed to death.”

“I’m not a princess,” I
hissed.

The general threw his fist into my
side, but I refused to cry out even as my eyes watered from the
pain. “You’re right,” the general said in my ear, making my skin
crawl. “You’re nothing more than my slave.”

“You won’t keep us apart,”
Ryder called out as soldiers dragged him out the door.

“Ryder,” I
whimpered. No! Don’t take him from
me!

A roar echoed outside, rattling the
walls of the warehouse.

The general turned toward the
entrance, his grip on my hair never lessening. “Check it out,” he
ordered.

A soldier shoved the door open and
disappeared.

The roaring grew louder.

“Not gonna let you take my
baby girl.” Harrison’s forehead crinkled, his pupils dilated, but
he managed to get to his feet.

The soldier ran back inside, panting.
“General, there are…legions of men and women. Guns.
Ships.”

“What?” The general tossed
me back on the floor then stepped over me as he headed for the open
doorway. “They don’t really think that’ll save them, do they? The
fools.”

The searing pain in my head dulled to
an uncomfortable itch. Catching sight of a gun not far from me, I
concentrated, but only managed to melt the handle.

Even with the ruckus outside, soldiers
still surrounded Raeth and the others.

Dad, connect me with
Raeth.

Harrison nodded ever so
slightly.

Raeth, join with
me.

I’ll
try, she said.

I rolled to my knees and
concentrated on one of the warehouse’s doors. Screw that! The whole damn wall. Focusing, I drew power from the metal posts and like a can
being pried open, the far corner squealed, peeling back from the
building.

“What?” The general stomped
toward me. “No, you don’t, you little bitch! Damn emperor and his
worthless weapons,” he muttered.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw
Bendar slip away while the soldiers’ attention was on the wall. He
rolled into the general’s path, tripping him before he could get to
me.

Using the distraction to her
advantage, Mart kicked one soldier in the gut then grabbed her guns
and cracked the butt of one over his temple.

Raeth snatched her weapon from a
soldier and shot him. He collapsed on the concrete floor, holding
his middle.

Neumarian and European fighters scaled
the peeled-open wall, pouring into the building. Bullets flew and
more men fell dead on the floor.

In the chaos, the general managed to
escape with his entourage, no doubt realizing he was fighting a
losing battle.

I followed him, Raeth, Bendar,
Harrison, and Mart on my heels.

Scaling the debris of the warehouse’s
wall, we emerged into a world of destruction. A small oriental
craft whistled through the sky, crashing into a nearby building.
Smoke billowed from two other downed ships. Men and women, using
the debris as shelter, fired on red clad soldiers.

I managed to find the strength to run,
but Harrison was faster. Barreling over debris and bodies, dodging
bullets, we managed to catch up to the general.

I heard a shot fire behind me and a
moment later, the general collapsed. I glanced over my shoulder to
see Mart, her gun raised and smoking, a satisfied smile curving her
mouth.

I stood over him as he writhed in
pain, his blood soaking into the ground beneath him. “Nothing will
save you now.” I clenched my fist tight, sending all my anger into
the general’s metal chest plate. He screamed as it flexed and
warped.

I released him for a moment, wanting
nothing more than to drag out his torture, to make him suffer as he
had done to me so many times.

He laughed, his face twisting into an
insane grin. “See that, darling?” He spat a mouthful of blood onto
the dirt beside him then tipped his head toward the waterway. “That
ship?” A red flag with yellow stars adorned the side of it. Blood
rushed to my head until I could feel my pulse pounding in my ears.
“That’s the vessel taking your lover to the depths of
hell.”
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My hands shook with my rising fury. I
lunged forward and thrust my hands to the general’s metal chest
plate, melting it instantly.

He screamed, doubling over as he tried
to brush the bubbling slag from his skin. “I should’ve killed you
that night!” he shrieked.

“You took my mother from
me,” I said through clenched teeth. “Now, I’m going to take you
from the queen.”

Wait. We may need him.

I glared at
Harrison. You don’t really expect me to
allow him to live, do you?

He has information about
the chemical weapons, not to mention he knows where they’re taking
Ryder.

The mention of Ryder only made my
hatred burn hotter and my gift boiled to the surface.

“No, Semara,” Harrison said
soothingly. He grasped my shoulders. “This isn’t who you
are.”

As his arms wrapped around me, my
anger ebbed.

“Well, if ye ain’t be doing
it, I will,” Mart said, stepping closer, her gun aimed and
ready.

“Keep him alive,” Harrison
ordered. Reluctantly, Mart backed down.

“L-listen,” Raeth said.
“The sh-shelling stopped.”

I glanced at the sky. The emperor’s
ship had turned east, gaining altitude as it flew over the
destroyed city, the remaining small fighters scurrying after
it.

“Been looking for you lot.”
Dred climbed out from the reeds and instantly took the general into
custody, grabbing his arm and twisting it behind his back. Over the
general’s screams, we could hear bones shattering.

Captain Paulson waded through the muck
and debris to our left, Lieutenant Briggs and several other men in
tow.

As Captain Paulson approached Mart,
she squared her shoulders. “Gordon’s dead,” she said, her monotone
voice evoking a strange distance from the announcement.

“I know, luv.” He reached
out for her, but she backed away.

“Gone…gone to be with his
wife and little one.” Mart’s voice cracked.

Captain Paulson took a step closer.
“Mart.”

“It’s Captain Mart, now. I
be in command of the Freedom. Your equal. And I won’t be
letting ye forget it.”

A sad, lonely smile crossed his face
but vanished a moment later as he gave her a mock salute. “Oui,
Mademoiselle Mart.”

Lieutenant Briggs took hold of the
general’s other arm. “General Bellator, we need to get out of
here.”

The general laughed weakly. “You’re
too late. Reinforcements will be here any minute.”

Harrison threw his fist into the
general’s stomach. “Then we’d better hurry. Wouldn’t want to make
you late for your appointment with the gallows now, would we? But
that will come after your interrogation, of course.”

Briggs jerked the general’s broken
arms high behind him, shackling them together. At his scream of
pain, I grinned.

A steady cadence of loud thumps
approached.

“Let’s go.” Harrison
grabbed the chain dangling from the general’s shackles and began
dragging him through the reeds and muck.

“Lieutenant Briggs, Captain
Paulson. Find any survivors that’ll fit in your ships and get them
to safety. Rendezvous back at the base.”

Captain Paulson headed back the way
he’d approached, while Lieutenant Briggs traversed several fallen
buildings before disappearing between two large piles of
rubble.

Hoping, yet knowing it was futile, I
willed Ryder to appear as my eyes scanned the horizon. Feeling
nothing, my heart sank.

“W-we’ll g-get him back,
S-Semara,” Raeth said, resting her head on my shoulder.

I wrapped my arm around her shoulders,
swallowing the lump in my throat before I could answer. “I know.
There’s nothing in this world that can keep us apart.”

As we turned to follow the others,
Dred tossed Bendar over his shoulder. “He be too slow.” With a
grin, he took off after Harrison, Bendar bouncing with each long
stride.

Mart stopped me before I could join
them, clasping my arm in a Neumarian hold. “Bendar told me where to
meet up with the council. I be seeing ye in battle, Semara. Oh, and
tell Penton sorry about me sabotaging his weapon. Had to thwart yer
escape, ye know. ” With a wink, she dropped to her belly and
disappeared in the reeds.

After plowing through the overgrowth
and muck, following the river for a few hundred meters, the shuttle
surfaced close to shore and we wadded out to meet it. Dred helped
Raeth across, keeping her metal leg out of the water. I climbed
onto the shuttle’s leading edge after them.

Just as I swung myself up to drop
through the top hatch, rifle fire echoed through the air. I turned
to see dozens of small aircraft fighters and two airships laying
siege across the grassy field toward us.

My father jerked me inside, handing me
off to Dred. “Dive!” he roared, cranking the wheel to secure the
hatch door.

“No!” I cried, struggling
to free myself from Dred’s grasp. “We can’t leave without Ryder! We
have to get him back!” Energy coated my skin with an intense sting,
longing to connect with his, aching for his cooling
power.

“Not if we’re all dead,”
Harrison snapped. Then he sighed. “Listen. They’re shelling us.
Much more and there won’t be enough of us left to feed the fishes.
Now, calm down before you melt the entire damn ship.”

After several minutes, Dred finally
released me. The shuttle maneuvered through the debris and managed
to reach the end of the channel without being blown to
chards.

“Rendezvous with the
SB-06.” Harrison ordered.

Was Ryder even alive?

The emotions I’d buried during the
siege surfaced. All the years of containing my fear, anger,
loneliness, and anguish rose to the forefront. I’d handled so much,
yet losing Ryder would be beyond what I could manage.

Inconsolable, I sat on the floor,
buried my face in my hands, and sobbed.

Raeth sat by my side, rocking us, the
rhythmic motion helping to calm me. All this time, I’d thought she
checked out whenever she played with her ball and rocked herself
back and forth. But it was only a coping mechanism, a way to
control her emotions and gift.

Harrison lifted me up from the floor
and settled me into a nearby chair. “Ryder’s alive.”

“What? You found him?” I
swiped the tears away, eagerly searching his face for the
answer.

“Give me your hands.” He
stretched his arms out, inviting Raeth and I to forming a circle
with him.

Entwining our fingers, a crackle
sounded in my head.

Ryder? This is General
Bellator. Semara’s here with me.

Silence.

Raeth, Fallon, Penton, and
Dred are here, too.

Ryder? I called out.

Semara? I heard his weak voice as if through a long narrow
tube. Is this a trick?

Ryder, you all
right? Raeth asked.

Yes. Can barely hear
you. Can’t heal,
been collared. Escaped General’s men, but wounded bad. Briggs is
wounded, too, shot when pulling me to cover.

“He’s not on the Emperor’s
ship.” A sting of desperation to turn back raced to my
core.

“He’s too weak to maintain
the connection,” my father said. “We’ll dock with the SB-06 and
consider our options for a recovery mission.”

Ryder. We’re coming to get
you. Hold on. I love you.

Love
you, he said, his voice barely
audible. But don’t risk it. Not going to
survive much longer. Harrison get her out of here.

You know I’d risk anything
for you. I’ll have you back in my arms soon. Ryder…the answer’s
yes. I’ll marry you.

His voice was so weak I
barely heard him ask, Promise?

Promise!
I answered, my mind shouting my vow as loudly and
strongly as I could.

My heart told me I’d given him what he
needed to survive. I wasn’t sure what family meant, or if I could
fulfill his expectations, but I loved him and wanted to spend the
rest of our lives together.

As we released hands, Father’s gaze
cleared. He started to speak, but I pressed a finger to his mouth,
shook my head, then stepped back and said, “We’re going to rescue
my fiancé.”

 


 


To be continued…
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