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    The sound of exploding metal and the sonic boom of Neron above my head sends me ducking for cover beneath the trees, as if they could offer any protection.  Turning my eyes skyward, I see blue waves of energy rippling across the sky, and the fire that follows stains the clouds red and orange.  Huge chunks of debris go spiraling through space, rocketing through our atmosphere, peppering the landscape in the distance. 
 
    Another day, another battle in the sky. 
 
    It’s a jungle here.  The temperatures on Kaelea are always warm.  It rains every morning just before the sun rises, which means everything grows at an out-of-control rate.  Everything is lush and green.  The trees are so thick the entire planet looks like a forest until you get to the ocean, and there’s plenty of that. 
 
    Only somewhat confident a thruster isn’t going to fall from the sky and land on my head, I step out from the trees and head toward the hillside, to where I can just barely see a nearly invisible door.  Grabbing the handle, I pull, and step into the dimly lit cavern. 
 
    The space was carved right into the mountainside.  Fifty feet deep and eighty feet wide, I don’t know when Valen felt the need to create this space, but it was here before he and I arrived. 
 
    It’s filled only with two long tables and dozens of cots pushed up against the gray stone walls, and standing in the center of the room, at those tables, are five men and women. 
 
    Valen was looking toward the door before I even entered, as if he knew I was coming.  Lazarus Riot hardly even glances my way, neither does his daughter, Cyra.  Harp and Andreas both slide over, giving me room to stand beside Valen. 
 
    “Looks like Raze just took down another ship,” I say, looking down at the screen displaying on the tabletop.  “Debris landed about fifty kilometers to the east.” 
 
    Valen nods and taps the screen.  A new display expands and I get to watch as Raze’s ship darts around the other ship, firing away.  The other ship explodes, breaking into pieces. 
 
    “The man’s a maniac, but he gets slag done,” I say in an exasperated breath.  “Everything else holding up okay?” 
 
    Harp nods.  “All six of our ships are at ninety percent capacity, or higher.” 
 
    “The next onslaught of ships is five days away,” Lazarus says, looking over his own holotab, displaying where all the enemy ships are. 
 
    “Good,” I say, my eyes automatically hopping from one screen to the next, my brain running a million kilometers a minute.  “My father and Edan will be getting here tomorrow.” 
 
    Everyone’s eyes jump to me.  “We got communications through just an hour ago.  They’re nearly here.” 
 
    Really, their arrival does little for the cause.  They’re just three humans.  Nymiah is with them as well, and as a Nero, she’s invaluable.  But in the grand scope of things, they won’t do anything to tip the scales. 
 
    But everyone at this table knows what those four people mean to me. 
 
    They’re the second largest part of my world. 
 
    “Let all the ships know to anticipate their arrival,” Valen says, looking to Lazarus and Harp.  “Their ship is called The Corsair.  No need getting everyone on edge and blasting allies out of the sky.” 
 
    They each nod and speak into their connect-links, getting word to their people. 
 
    Another day, another battle. 
 
    As I look around, I marvel at this small miracle.  This blinding ray of hope. 
 
    Valen and I arrived at Kaelea within an hour of making our announcement to the world that we were going after Dominion.  Traveling on the fastest ship in the galaxy has its advantages. 
 
    But we knew our declaration would come at a cost.  We had to rally anyone in the galaxy willing to stand up to Cyrillius.  It also put a galaxy-wide target on our backs.  On our ship.  On Valen’s planet, Kaelea. 
 
    We were prepared to spend all our time defending the planet.  We were ready to fight.  Because we knew Cyrillius would send as much force as he could to destroy us. 
 
    But in the end, we weren’t alone. 
 
    Within two days of arriving on Kaelea, we received a message.  It was from a man named Lazarus Riot.  He and his family, and about fifteen thousand others, lived on a cluster of three planets named Korichi, in the same K Sector Kaelea is in, and they were offering to help.  They were offering half their army, miniscule by planetary standards, but enough to change the game. 
 
    The very next day, he and his daughter, Cyra Riot, arrived with ten warships and two hundred soldiers. 
 
    Which was just in time, because twenty-one hours after that, three Dominion fighter ships arrived, and the war began. 
 
    We won.  Vastly outnumbering Dominion, we took down the ships, and there were no survivors.  We didn’t lose a single life, didn’t damage a single ship. 
 
    But we knew it wouldn’t stay that way. 
 
    Two weeks later, we got another transmission from two Dominion Commanders, Harp and Andreas.  They heard our story on The Black Hole of Truth, and they wanted to join us.  Bought as child slaves from a planet on the edge of the galaxy, they had only been looking for a reason to turn against Cyrillius. 
 
    They brought with them six fighter ships and thirty-six soldiers. 
 
    Two days after they arrived, Dominion hit us with six ships. 
 
    Again we won. 
 
    Dominion’s army is scattered throughout the entire galaxy.  They’re stationed on planets in every Sector, or out in space.  So they came in waves, arriving only because they were already close.   
 
    Space is a big place. 
 
    We knew at some point we would have to defend ourselves against an entire fleet, or perhaps even The Dominion itself.  Cyrillius would send everything he has after us. 
 
    But we’d had time. 
 
    One lunar after being on Kaelea, a madman hailed us.  He gave no story.  No history.  Only his name—Raze 51, and said he wanted to take down as much Dominion scum as he could before his days ran out. 
 
    He still hasn’t even touched down on the planet.  This entire time he’s been up in orbit, fighting every moment he can, and seemingly loving every second of it. 
 
    We’re small.  We’re a tiny, miniscule dot against the mass that is Dominion.  But we’re starting the revolution.  We’re slapping the water, reversing the tide. 
 
    Our days are full of plotting.  Full of communication.  Every morning, within an hour of the sun rising, we connect with Arden Black and give a report.  Of how we’ve grown.  Of how many Dominion ships we’ve taken out.  And she gives the report of what she’s learned, what others have called in to her. 
 
    I never like what we hear. 
 
    That Isroth is abuzz with activity.  That dozens of ships have lifted off the planet and are headed our way. 
 
    But worst of all, no one has seen any signs of the Nero child. 
 
    I considered that maybe Cyrillius made it up, used it to try and draw us out. 
 
    But we can’t take that chance that it’s fake. 
 
    With the morning report and decisions made, we disband, each headed where they’re needed to get slag done.  Together, Valen and I head out of the cave and down the hillside. 
 
    “They still don’t trust me,” Valen says when we’re clean out of earshot of anyone who might be around. 
 
    “What?” I say, my eyes snapping to him.  I nearly trip over a ball of roots.   
 
    “Open your eyes, Nova,” Valen says, staring straight ahead, hard lines creasing between his brows.  “They can hardly look at me.  They rarely address me directly.  I hear them talking as I leave.  They have plans in place if they think I’m spying.  They think they can take me out.” 
 
    I stop in my tracks, my mouth agape as I watch Valen take three more steps past me.  When he stops and turns back to me, I see the hard, dark look in his expression. 
 
    “What…” I stagger over words.  “They don’t…  What are you talking about?” 
 
    He just stares at me for a moment, reading my reaction.  “You really don’t see any of it, do you?” 
 
    “Valen, I-” 
 
    “I knew this wouldn’t be easy,” Valen says, looking away.  “Somehow you see something different in me, Nova.  You see some kind of potential.  But even I doubt myself at times.  Nearly twenty solars of mental manipulation was undone thanks to you, but that doesn’t mean any of this feels natural.  There’s still this snake that lives in my stomach that misses the power.  The satisfaction of doing what I want.  Of being someone people feared.” 
 
    My eyes widen and I shake my head. 
 
    I hate all the words Valen is saying right now. 
 
    But that door between our minds is always open at least a little and I feel his struggle.  I feel Valen’s true meaning. 
 
    “But every time I look at you, Nova, I feel something far more powerful.”  He takes three steps forward, taking my hand in his, holding my hand over his heart.  “I feel fire.  Heat.  The want for something…different.” 
 
    I swallow, because at just this simple contact, my heart is racing. 
 
    “I don’t care if they don’t trust me,” Valen says.  “The reality is that I don’t care what anyone in this entire galaxy thinks about me except for you.  No one on this planet trusts me, and I don’t blame them for one second.  But I need you to realize that, Nova.  Because it means that they are here because of you.” 
 
    Something drops in my stomach.  Something hard and heavy and cold. 
 
    “I need you to recognize that they are looking to you—that what is giving them hope, is you, Nova.” 
 
    “But, I am nothing,” I breathe as a tremor shakes its way through my entire body.  “I-” 
 
    “You are everything, Nova,” Valen says, his voice a whisper of conviction.  His brows furrow, and his Neron blue eyes bore into me with absolute certainty.  “You are what will bring light back to this galaxy.  You are who these people believe in.” 
 
    I shake my head.  “I don’t know anything.”  My entire body is quivering with fear and insecurity.  “I don’t know anything about leading a war.  I don’t know anything about politics.  I don’t know about the interworking of Dominion.  That is all you, Valen.  That is why the galaxy needs you.” 
 
    Valen’s grip on my hands tightens and he leans forward, touching his forehead to mine.  “I am here with you, for every second of this fight, Nova.  I will share all the knowledge I have with you, give you every secret I know.  But they trust you, Nova.” 
 
    I take three deep breaths, and concede with a tiny nod.  “We’re in this together.  You and me.  I have your back and you have mine, no matter what the others say or think.  I trust you.” 
 
    “We’re in this together,” Valen repeats. 
 
    As he kisses me, I taste something bitter in it.  Something unsure.  Something that reflects the doubt of everyone on Kaelea in himself. 
 
    I press my lips harder to his, determined to crush it.  I know Valen is good.  I know he has the power to change everything in this galaxy.  I know he’s capable of so much more than I am.  If anyone in this galaxy can fix things, it’s him.  Not me. 
 
    So, until everyone else believes it, until he believes it himself, I will believe enough for all of us. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I lie in our bed, staring up at the ceiling. 
 
    The sound of explosions echoes across the entire planet. 
 
    We thought we were going to have a few days of peace, that the next wave of ships was a way out, but occasionally Dominion’s ships slip past our sensors. 
 
    I plan to put Zayne to work on that as soon as he gets here. 
 
    For now, in the dark, I lie awake, staring at the ceiling, while others fly in ships above us, fighting for our lives. 
 
    I feel guilty for every action taken in this cause that isn’t directly fought by me.  I can’t stand the thought of someone getting hurt.  Of anyone dying because of the choices made by me and Valen. 
 
    Things could have continued like they’ve been for hundreds of solars.  No one would have thought about it at all.  Life could have carried on. 
 
    But now I’ve given a face to change.  I made a decision that I would fight.  I invited others to do so, as well. 
 
    If people die in this war, it’s because of me. 
 
    “It isn’t because of you,” Valen says through the dark. 
 
    No one in the galaxy can understand the storm inside of me except the man lying next to me.  He can see it all, feel every inch of my emotions. 
 
    In my brain I know he’s right.  That the lives lost are worth the possibility of a Dominion-free future.  But my heart still hurts. 
 
    So I curl into Valen’s side, letting him wrap his arms around me, protecting me from my own thoughts, and wait for the day to begin.  
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    I actually throw up, I’m so anxious and excited and nervous.  Thankfully I’m by myself, headed from headquarters to the Airspace.  My hands are shaking and my stomach is quivering. 
 
    I keep seeing my father lying on the ground, his throat slit, blood spilling onto the ground on Gara Lune. 
 
    He was dead. 
 
    I knew he was dead. 
 
    But still, frantic, I pressed my hands into his wound and summoned as much Neron as I could, pouring it into him. 
 
    I’ve heard his voice over these lunars, talked to him. 
 
    But I still can’t quite believe it. 
 
    And Zayne.  I know I need to patch things up with him.  He’s too important to me to leave things as they’ve been. 
 
    Edan.  Oh, Edan Calwin.  I need him here.  I need his confidence in me because he makes me believe in myself and he encourages me with my mad plans.  In so many ways, I feel like I’ve lost myself since we parted and I don’t think I’ll get those parts of me back until he delivers them with that manic smile of his. 
 
    Wiping my mouth with a wide leaf from a tree, I spit on the ground one last time and head toward the Airspace. 
 
    We burned all the vegetation down to the ground the first time we landed Deliverance on Kaelea.  With as much Neron as it holds, it generated enough heat and energy to clear a one by one kilometer space perfect for a landing zone in the middle of this jungle.  Currently, the ship sits to one side of the space, glorious and bright and beautiful, only able to fly when piloted by a pilot and a Nero. 
 
    I walk across the space, standing just to the side of our ship, and turn my gaze skyward. 
 
    Somewhere outside of Kaelea’s atmosphere, there are at least a dozen ships, keeping watch.  They’re keeping the Neron blasters from finding the giant target we put on this planet. 
 
    My heart jumps all the way up my throat when I see a black spot appear in the sky.  My palms are slick with sweat as it grows bigger and bigger, sinking through the clouds and the sky and coming closer to the surface. 
 
    It’s been over three lunars since I last saw any of their faces.  In so many ways it feels like it was just yesterday, but considering all that’s happened in that time, it feels like it’s been four lifetimes since I last laid eyes on them all. 
 
    The breath rips in and out of my chest in deep, long pulls as I make out the familiar features of The Corsair.  Slowly, it sinks to the ground. 
 
    I see the viewport. 
 
    I make out the hatch. 
 
    I see the blinking lights and then the landing gear dropping down. 
 
    And oh my stars, lower, lower, lower they drop. 
 
    And finally, the ship touches down on the ground. 
 
    I hear a rush of air and I bound around the far side of the ship, standing directly in view as the ramp opens. 
 
    As much as I love everyone aboard this ship, my eyes don’t see anyone else. 
 
    My dad stands at the top of the ramp. 
 
    Not possible, my heart whispers. 
 
    You were dead, my brain remembers. 
 
    But it’s real.  He takes one step forward.  And then another.  His gray eyes are fixed on mine, our eyes that don’t share one bit of DNA, our hearts that never were biologically related. 
 
    But we’re family, and he’s everything I needed in a father. 
 
    I don’t realize there are tears rolling down my face the entire time he walks down the ramp.  But when he steps out onto level ground in front of me, sobs rip through me. 
 
    My father pulls me into his arms and I crush myself into his firm, familiar chest. 
 
    “Dad,” I cry, saying his name over and over, marveling over the miracle that is happening right now.  I squeeze him tighter and tighter to myself, afraid he’s going to dissolve and I will find this is only a dream. 
 
    “I’m here, Nova,” he says into my hair, cupping the back of my head.  “I’m here.” 
 
    If the others are watching this family reunion, they don’t say anything or get impatient as I sob harder than I’ve ever cried in my life.  They wait, silent and patient, as I breathe in the familiar scent of my father, while he holds me with his rough hands that taught me how to build and fix. 
 
    “Dry those tears, Nova,” Torin eventually says, pulling away so he can look into my eyes.  The familiar lines sprouting from his eyes crease deep and a smile spreads on his face.  He brushes a thumb over my cheek, wiping away the torrent of tears rolling down my face.  “Can’t have the most inspirational being in the galaxy crying over someone as simple as me.” 
 
    “Dad,” I say, my voice cracking as tears rush down my face once more.  “You’re anything but simple.” 
 
    He only gives a smile and a chuckle, hugging me tightly once more before stepping away, revealing everyone else behind him. 
 
    Zayne walks down the ramp first, a hard, serious look on his face.  He doesn’t hesitate even one second, though, before he wraps his arms around me, hugging me hard and tight. 
 
    This is familiar too, but in such a different way.  Zayne’s hug comes with such complicated emotions, but there’s only one that really matters.  Love.  The love between us has changed in so many ways, but it’s this new kind of love that is my favorite. 
 
    The love of family. 
 
    “I’m going to yell at you later.  I’m going to do a lot of it,” he says against my ear.  His beard, two weeks overgrown, is scratchy against my face, but I think it kind of suits him.  “But for now, I’m just so slam grateful you’re in one piece.” 
 
    I smile, laughing as I cling to him tight.  “I’m looking forward to all the yelling.  It’s been a while since we sparred.” 
 
    He laughs too, and lets me go.  And there’s Nymiah, just to his side, looking at me with all that familiar uncertainty. 
 
    She has never been able to decide if she hates me or not. 
 
    I don’t care.  I pull her into a hug, and to my surprise, she doesn’t fight me. 
 
    “Thank you for taking care of all of them for me these past lunars,” I say, and I truly mean it.  I would have worried over them so much more if she hadn’t been with them.  I had every confidence in her. 
 
    “Just get rid of Cyrillius and we’ll call things even,” she says.  She steps back, breaking my hug, but I only smile instead of taking offense. 
 
    “Deal,” I say, laughing. 
 
    She smiles, taking a step closer to Zayne, who puts his hand on her hip. 
 
    Which makes me smile again. 
 
    Someone slowly walks down the ramp, and I’m pretty sure my heart explodes when my eyes finally meet Edan’s. 
 
    A small smile is pulling at his lips, controlled and sly.  But as a smile breaks my own face and I dart across the space still between us, he smiles the first real, genuine, big smile I’ve ever seen on his face. 
 
    And it’s actually beautiful. 
 
    His eyes brighten.  His teeth are white and straight. 
 
    He looks like a happy, normal human being, instead of a mischievous imp. 
 
    I wrap my arms around him, smiling and laughing as his arms encircle me.  He lifts me off my feet, spinning us in a circle before setting me back down. 
 
    “Guess this means you missed me?” he says, placing his hands on my shoulders, looking me directly in the eyes. 
 
    I smirk, grabbing his wrists.  “Everyone around here is so uptight and official.  There’s no one around to do sketchy slag with.” 
 
    “I’m ready for all the sketchy slag missions you’ve got, Nero,” he says, the mania in him making his eyes bright. 
 
    I smile, feeling as if I’m glowing, ready to float off. 
 
    I feel my confidence return.  Like it really had gone off with Edan and he just brought it back.  With this little maniac by my side, suddenly I’m sure I can do whatever needs to be done. 
 
    “I will never understand what the void you see in him,” Zayne’s voice cuts into my joyful reunion. 
 
    We turn to the others and Edan slings an arm across my shoulders.  “There are few mysteries of the galaxy you understand, my compadre.” 
 
    An annoyed sneer crosses Zayne’s face and he takes one step forward, but Nymiah grabs him and my father steps between the two. 
 
    “This is the last time I’m going to keep you boys in line,” my father says, his voice calm but deadly serious.  “Act like men or get out of this war.” 
 
    They both glance at my father and I see the fight and mischief in their eyes tone down.  
 
    Neither of them says anything. 
 
    The crunch of ground behind us draws my eyes to the edge of the landing space. 
 
    Valen stops there, looking warily at our little group. 
 
    And my heart swells.  Emotions bite the backs of my eyes, making them well again.  I smile, stepping forward, extending a hand out for him. 
 
    Warily, he steps forward, taking my hand, and to my surprise, his own shakes just slightly. 
 
    I feel his nervousness leaking through the door between our minds, which just makes my heart squeeze with love. 
 
    “Valen, I know you met some of them in the chaos on Isroth, but I want you to officially meet my family,” I say, my tone soft.  Together, we walk back to the half circle they’ve all formed.  They all look at Valen with varying degrees of wariness, the same way Valen is looking at them, just for different reasons. 
 
    “This is Nymiah,” I say, nodding to her, because she’s standing at the end of the circle.   
 
    “The other Nero,” Valen says, stepping forward and shaking her hand.  Nymiah nods, looking at Valen with nervousness, but she’s trying very hard to hide it.  “I look forward to talking to you.  Thinking I was the only other Nero left me with a lot of unanswered questions about myself.  Maybe you’ll have some answers for me.” 
 
    The expression on her face reveals that she obviously did not expect this from such a notorious person.  Her eyes widen a bit, but she gives a quick, somewhat enthusiastic nod. 
 
    “And Zayne,” I say, moving along.   
 
    In my mind, I feel Valen grow stiff at the name of my former boyfriend.  But he doesn’t show it outwardly.  Valen steps forward, extending his hand. 
 
    Zayne looks darkly at Valen, and I see equal measures of fear and distrust and disbelief in his eyes.  But as he shakes Valen’s hand, his eyes slide over to me. 
 
    “More yelling,” he says, his expression dead serious. 
 
    I huff one little laugh and shake my head.  Valen looks at me, raising an eyebrow, but he doesn’t say anything. 
 
    We move on, though. 
 
    “Valen, I want you to meet my dad,” I say, and suddenly emotion cracks my voice, and the word dad comes out a little broken and reverent. 
 
    Valen starts extending a hand to shake, but Torin steps forward, and stretching to his full height, because Valen is so tall, he pulls the love of my life into a strong embrace. 
 
    The look of surprise is evident on Valen’s face as his eyes slide over to me.  But I see a wash of emotions play through his eyes.  Surprise.  But also, happiness.  Maybe appreciation.  And I wonder, who in his entire life has ever hugged Valen, besides me? 
 
    He still looks a bit uncomfortable, but Valen hugs my father back. 
 
    “Thank you for taking care of her,” my dad says against Valen’s strong shoulder.  “Thank you for loving my daughter as fiercely as she deserves.” 
 
    It isn’t as if my father has ever heard Valen say he loves me.  But he has seen the effect of Valen turning against everything he knew, everything everyone in the galaxy thinks they knew about him.  All for me. 
 
    Those actions speak louder than words. 
 
    “Thank you for raising such an inspiring woman,” Valen says, and I can tell he’s still uncomfortable being so open and genuine.  But he’s been doing a lot of that lately. 
 
    They release each other, and my father gives a small smile as he looks up into Valen’s face.  Valen smiles back. 
 
    “And you remember Edan,” I say, my eyes sliding to my other soul mate. 
 
    Edan takes Valen’s hand when he extends it.  “Nice to see you again, Lover Boy,” he says.  Edan looks my way with a mischievous expression and a knowing raise of his eyebrows. 
 
    “And you, as well,” Valen says, his tone even and flat. 
 
    I roll my eyes at Edan.  
 
    “So, am I the only one who’s going to ask the question we’re all dying to know the answer to?” 
 
    It’s Nymiah who cuts through the awkward moment, but possibly makes it worse. 
 
    “Why the void are both your arms glowing with Neron?” 
 
    Automatically, I look down at my hands.  All the veins in them, and stretching up over my wrists, rising up over my forearms, are glowing brilliant Neron blue.  So are Valen’s. 
 
    It’s been long enough now that I’ve kind of forgotten it isn’t normal. 
 
    Valen and I look at each other.  A small smile crooks in the corner of both our mouths. 
 
    “There’s a lot that’s happened in the last few lunars,” I say.  I look back at the group.  “Let’s head to base and get you all updated, shall we?” 
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    I’ve never been prouder of my family. 
 
    They don’t even wait five minutes after being brought up to speed on all things pertaining to the Neron War before they each get to work. 
 
    I don’t even have to ask Zayne.  He immediately goes to work on some kind of cloaking device, going off about how we need to hide this planet as best we can, make it harder to find, as well as improve our own detection systems.  We need to better see the ships coming at us. 
 
    My father goes straight for the ships on the ground, and while most of them have been at ninety percent for the past few weeks, I know they’ll be at one hundred percent when he’s finished with them. 
 
    A little to my surprise, Edan starts interrogating anyone and everyone about Cyrillius’ whereabouts.  He gets in communication with Arden Black once I connect them, sorting through all the information she’s gathered from others in the galaxy over the past few lunars.  I even put him back in communication with Commander 12-3, who is saving our lives and this mission, feeding us insider information. 
 
    Nymiah speaks with the other leaders of war, gathering information on what we need.  That’s shelter.  Our numbers are growing by the day, and we have nowhere safe for them to stay. 
 
    She heads out into the jungle, canvasing the best area, and then she goes to work.  Using her Nero abilities, she begins carving a bunker into the side of a mountain.   
 
    I smile throughout the day, in awe at how easy this is.  
 
    None of this should be easy.  And I guess the long view of it all, isn’t easy.  But they’ve slipped into this so naturally. 
 
    With all of them being so useful and productive, I get to work myself. 
 
    I’ve been collecting data of every planet within a one lunar journey from Kaelea.  I’ve been in contact with their leaders, asking for help, trying to rally alliances. 
 
    It doesn’t always work.  Some of these leaders laugh coldly and tell me I’m going to die a very painful death.  Some of them are too afraid to step out of line.  Others simply won’t talk to me. 
 
    But there are some who just listen.  They hear me out.  They take in the facts I tell them.  That Valen Nero has turned against Cyrillius.  That he’d been manipulated his entire life.  That we have three Neros on our side.  That we are building forces to take down Dominion. 
 
    Every single one of the leaders I speak to has the same question: if we win, if we end Dominion, then what?  What takes its place?  Who will regulate Neron if Cyrillius is dead?  What would be better? 
 
    The first time I was asked the question, I just stuttered and couldn’t answer.  I didn’t know.  I truly didn’t, and hadn’t taken much time to consider what would happen if we won. 
 
    But over these weeks, I’ve had to think about it. 
 
    And I still don’t know the answer. 
 
    Thankfully, I am not in this alone. 
 
    Lazarus Riot was the one to come up with the idea.  The idea for a council.  A creed.   
 
    The regulation of Neron shouldn’t be left to any one person.  Neron is found throughout the galaxy, it belongs to all of us.  The galaxy deserves to be represented. 
 
    So this was what I brought back to those world leaders. 
 
    This is not my initiation.  I will not be in charge of any part of this.  But I will be the sounding board.  I will let people know that they can step up. 
 
    At the moment, it isn’t a solid plan.  There is no clear leader right now and I only pray it comes about and forms and develops. 
 
    For now, it’s a start.  A suggestion. 
 
    And today, when I talk to a leader from a planet in the J Sector, she agrees that she wants to see a change, and promises two-dozen space fighters will arrive on Kaelea in three days. 
 
    This is how we grow.  This is how we rally.  A few ships at a time, pulled from every planet in the galaxy who dare to rise up. 
 
    I’ve just stepped back into headquarters when Cyra looks up at me, standing over Zayne’s shoulder, who is still working tirelessly on the scanner system. 
 
    “We’ve got another ship approaching,” she says.  “The man says he’s a space caster.  He says he wants to join us.” 
 
    “Did you run backgrounds on him?” I ask, folding my arms over my chest. 
 
    She nods.  “He’s credible.  He’s worked for two of the biggest networks.  You’ll know his face.  He says he’s brought his crew with him, that it isn’t enough for the galaxy to hear from Arden what we’re doing.  He says they need to see it.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow, feeling uneasy and unsure about this, but the words are making sense.  “Tell the watchers to let him through,” I say. 
 
    Cyra speaks into her connect-link and I turn on my heel, once more headed for the Airspace. 
 
    I’m not a politician.  I’m not a public relations person. 
 
    I’m a mechanic.  I’m an engineer.  I’m a grease monkey. 
 
    But this is how it goes.  I’m here to greet people when they arrive.  I talk to them.  I get the ball rolling. 
 
    Valen is always there to support me.  He’s always working on things.  Always doing something crucial.  But in the end, it’s always me here, with the people.  The strangers. 
 
    Slowly, a dull gray ship descends to the Airspace.  I wonder if they see the slew of soldiers surrounding them, hidden in the jungle.  I wonder if they’d dare pull anything, knowing I’m a Nero. 
 
    It lands in the dirt next to The Corsair.  There’s hissing of air and popping of metal as it cools and settles.  I’m not sure if I’m nervous or annoyed at his presence.  Mostly, I think I just need a nap.  It’s been a long day already and it’s not even dinnertime yet. 
 
    The hatch opens and five figures walk down the ramp. 
 
    Cyra was right.  This is a face I do recognize. 
 
    The man in the center has a round face, creased with deep folds.  He’s around my father’s age, but these wrinkles are not the same.  It’s like he was stuffed too full and then someone realized their mistake and removed some of the stuffing, which left him slightly lumpy and folded. 
 
    His head is shiny and shaved.  His body is thicker and matches his face.  His fingers are thick and short. 
 
    By all standards, he is not a beautiful man.  But the entire galaxy loves his voice, which has gained him spots on broadcasts around the galaxy. 
 
    “Bardek Lek,” I say when he stops on level ground before me.  “I welcome you to Kaelea.” 
 
    “Nova Nero,” he says, a familiar smile pulling on his thick lips.  He steps forward, shaking my hand.  “It’s a pleasure being in the company of a brand new legend.” 
 
    I smile, ready to get this meeting over with, but knowing that every meeting in this war is crucial.  I never know who might be the most important players.  I’ve been surprised more than once. 
 
    “Meet my crew,” he says, introducing them, but their names don’t stick, except for one of the women, whose name is also Nova.  Hazards of having the most common woman’s name in the galaxy. 
 
    “I’d like to speak to you and Valen Nero, if I may,” he says.  “I believe our presence here could be quite invaluable to your cause.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Valen follows Bardek’s crew into our personal office, which Valen forged from the earth within a week of arriving.  There are two desks in the center of the room, pushed face to face.  I take a seat in my chair, propping my feet up on the desk, Valen standing just to the side of me. 
 
    Unlike most on Kaelea, Bardek doesn’t look at Valen with distrust, but I remember that he’s reported on the worst of the worst, met every kind of person possible in the galaxy. 
 
    “You have your audience,” I say, thinking of my bed and how much I’m looking forward to crawling into it tonight.  “Say your piece.” 
 
    Bardek gives a little smile, like he thinks it’s cute that I’m the one in charge here, but I don’t think it’s disrespect I see in his eyes.  I think it’s pure excitement causing the wicked gleam in his eyes. 
 
    “You’re reaching every corner of the galaxy with your daily reports on The Black Hole of Truth,” he begins.  “The ratings and streams of her show have never, ever been higher.  Dominion is expending massive efforts in trying to find her and silence the reports.  In this, you’ve done a fantastic job of sharing your mission with the galaxy.” 
 
    He takes a step forward, resting his fingertips on my desk to lean in close.  “But most of the galaxy does not believe Valen has changed.  They are only hearing words.  You’ve told them that you are a Nero, but after so long with him being the only one,” his eyes flick up to Valen, “they hardly dare believe it’s possible.” 
 
    I’m not surprised by anything he’s just said.  It’s something I’ve been questioned on; there have been plenty that I have talked to who have questioned the legitimacy of my claim to be a Nero. 
 
    “They want to believe, but words are only words,” Bardek says.  I see the fire in his eyes that has made him so well known.  “People need to see to believe.” 
 
    “You want to put us on the networks?” I ask, my tone flat. 
 
    Bardek nods.  “I’m saying people need to see what is going on here.  They need to see that this is real, that you really are doing everything possible to end Dominion.  They need to see Valen working against Cyrillius.  They need to see you doing things no other human being can.” 
 
    I let the crew members that arrived with Bardek bring bags in the office, despite my better judgment.  Almost as if they had a pre-planned cue, the four crew members take equipment out of their bags.  Sound contraptions.  Advance cameras.  Things I don’t even know the function of. 
 
    “I’m proposing that you let us follow the two of you, everywhere.  Every day,” Bardek says, excitement growing on his face.  “I’m saying we let everyone in the galaxy feel as if they are a part of this revolution until they feel inspired enough to join the war.” 
 
    I look up to Valen, hoping to get a read on what he’s thinking, but his expression is firm and blank.  So I reach into his mind, finding the door cracked, as it always is.  And to my surprise, I find he’s open to this idea. 
 
    “There are certain elements we can’t broadcast,” I say, sitting up and bracing my elbows on the desk, lacing my fingers together.  “There are critical plans we need kept secret, because Dominion will study every bit of this program with twenty profilers.” 
 
    “Of course,” Bardek says flatly, as if that was given.  “I am not only a reporter, but a producer.  You can trust me that I will only show the galaxy exactly what they need to see to feel inspired.” 
 
    Once more, I look up at Valen.  He meets my eyes this time.  For a moment, we have a mental meeting, not even speaking words, just sharing impressions only the other understands. 
 
    “A few rules,” Valen says finally, looking back at Bardek.  “There is no recording in our personal residence.” 
 
    Bardek nods, agreeing. 
 
    “There is no recording in headquarters without permission and forewarning,” I say.  “You will speak to me in great detail about what can be broadcast from there.” 
 
    “As you command,” the reporter says. 
 
    “And you will give equal importance and airtime to Valen,” I say, standing, staring into the man’s hazel eyes.  “Because this is not just my war, it’s just as much his.” 
 
    Bardek’s eyes slide over to Valen, and he stares for a moment.  I wish I knew what he was thinking, but at the same time, I’m so slam tired of evaluating what everyone is thinking. 
 
    I’m so tired of it. 
 
    I’m ready to go back to that planet where it was just Valen and I. 
 
    “I plan to make Valen my main feature,” Bardek finally says, and I see in his eyes that he means it. 
 
    “Good,” I say, extending my hand.  “Welcome to the Neron War effort, Mr. Lek.” 
 
    He shakes my hand with a smile, and something in me says that we made the right move. 
 
    We dismiss with me telling them where they can take beds in the barracks.  I introduce Bardek to all the key players.  Explain to my people what he and his crew will be doing. 
 
    And then we eat. 
 
    We eat in shifts.  One of Harp’s men was a cook with Dominion and has taken over the duties of keeping us all nourished.  We eat in rotations, with mine and Valen’s being last, finishing just before sunset. 
 
    I feel like I should be staying up all night with my family, chatting and catching up and laughing and being happy.  But I’m just exhausted.  It’s been the longest day. 
 
    So with apologies and quick hugs, I show my family to the barracks, and I say goodnight. 
 
    I fall into bed before Valen even comes in for the night.  And I’m out within thirty seconds. 
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    I don’t miss Zayne watching me all the next day.  I’m in and out of headquarters the entire morning, working with Valen, working with Lazarus, communicating with off-planet leaders.  Checking in with those up in the sky. 
 
    I’m slam busy, but I keep feeling Zayne’s eyes on me. 
 
    “What’s with ex-lover boy?” Edan asks when we take a break to eat lunch together.  “He’s been watching you all day.” 
 
    “Glad I’m not just being crazy,” I say, relief leaking through my words.  “I don’t know what his deal is.  I mean, he said he’s got some yelling to do, but he’s being weird today.” 
 
    Edan nods.  “Maybe he’s just in awe that he used to mack on a full blown queen.” 
 
    I throw him a dark look.  “I’m not a queen.” 
 
    “If that makes you feel better,” Edan says as he stands up and takes his dishes to the bin.  Without another word he heads off to do whatever it is he’s doing today. 
 
    I feel Zayne’s eyes on me the rest of the day while Valen and I work in headquarters, going over the watcher rotation with Lazarus and Andreas. 
 
    That night, when everyone has gone off to their bunker for sleep, I head out, knowing I’m not going home right now. 
 
    A little ways off from the entrance into the hillside, I see the flickering of a fire.  And maybe it’s our history, or maybe it’s my Nero senses, but I know to head toward it. 
 
    There, sitting on a large rock, his expression serious and heavy, I find Zayne.  With a deep breath, knowing what’s about to come, I sit on another rock across the fire from him. 
 
    “Thank you for everything you’ve done since you got here,” I say, cautiously watching his face.  I can see the fire just under his skin. I know he’s moments from that yelling match he promised.  “You’re the best at what you do.  You’re going to save a lot of lives.” 
 
    He gives a little shrug, looking off into the darkness that surrounds us.  “I guess it’s nice to feel needed again.” 
 
    “You’re always needed, Zayne,” I say. 
 
    He shrugs again, and I know this isn’t what’s on his mind. 
 
    “I don’t know if there’s an easy way to slide into this explosion, but I know we’re both going to feel a lot better when it’s over,” I say, watching his face as the fire flickers light across his skin.  “So why don’t you just let out whatever is bugging you most right now?” 
 
    “You just took off and disappeared for a lunar, Nova.”  He doesn’t waste a second.  His eyes flick back to mine, glaring accusations at me.  “We didn’t know if you were dead.  We didn’t know if you were running away with Valen Nero.  I didn’t know if he was holding you captive, or if he’d done some crazy mind trick to make you think he wasn’t the galaxy’s second most evil person.  And then Edan brings up that crazy story about the two of you being fated lovers and how you’ve already been in love with him for lunars.  And it’s shoved in my face that I have no slagging idea what’s going on anymore.” 
 
    He breathes hard, his nostrils flaring.  He keeps lacing his fingers, and then unlacing them, angry energy making it impossible for him to be still. 
 
    “I get we’re done, and I’m okay with that,” he says.  Yet I hear hurt in his voice.  “But I thought we were more than just exes, Nova.  You were my best friend, and I kind of thought I was yours.  But then you started keeping all these secrets from me.  And then Edan comes along, and before you even knew him, you had this weird bond with him, and suddenly I was replaced.” 
 
    His words pierce me straight through.  Hit me right in the heart.  
 
    Because he isn’t wrong. 
 
    Zayne was my best friend.  Even though things were complicated, we still gravitated back to each other after things ended.  I still fought tooth and nail to get him off Korpillion. 
 
    And then Edan came along, and suddenly I had from him what I never felt from Zayne—acceptance and understanding.  No judgment. 
 
    “I started keeping secrets from you because you always worry,” I say, knowing it’s a poor reason.  “And I didn’t want you worrying over me.  I needed to make my own choices and I knew you wouldn’t support a lot of them.” 
 
    He just looks at me for several long moments, not saying anything.  I see the gears turning in his head as he evaluates what I’ve just said. 
 
    He knows I’m not wrong either. 
 
    We at least understand each other pretty well, even if we don’t always know how to support each other. 
 
    “But if you want the truth, here is everything that happened,” I say.   “No more secrets.” 
 
    He shifts on his rock, sliding forward, his head tilted toward me, looking up at me from beneath his lashes.  His fingers lace together once more. 
 
    “Just after we ended things, I woke up with a voice in my head,” I say, going back to the beginning—our end.  “I didn’t understand how it was possible and I had no idea who it was.  But over a few lunars, we confided in each other.  I don’t know how we couldn’t have bonded, having direct access to each other’s thoughts like that.  I didn’t know until that day Dominion arrived on Korpillion that it was Valen Nero I had been communicating with all that time.” 
 
    Zayne swears, shaking his head.  But I keep talking. 
 
    “It was Valen who gave me all those credits and The Corsair,” I say.  “We ran into each other during the time you and I got separated.  When we touched, I…” I hesitate, my memory going back, remembering every little detail.  It feels so, so long ago.  “I saw the future.  Our future.  I saw he and I together.  I saw us ruling.  I saw us with dominion over a ruined planet.  He was my king and I, his queen.” 
 
    I see the tendons in Zayne’s jaw tighten and his eyes darken. 
 
    “It’s not something I can explain, but I felt our future.  It felt so real.  And it ripped my heart to shreds when the touch ended and that future was suddenly gone.” 
 
    I shake my head, and that same feeling pulls my heart to pieces.   
 
    “I left Korpillion knowing what my future would be,” I say.  “Knowing that one day I would stand by Valen’s side.  But I couldn’t let it come true.  I couldn’t let myself become that person, no matter how much it tore me apart, knowing the love I could have.” 
 
    Zayne makes a fist and covers it with his other hand.  I feel his hatred for every word I’m saying. 
 
    “I tried to stay away, Zayne,” I say, my voice coming out breathy.  “I really, really did.  I didn’t talk to Valen for so long.  You saw how withdrawn I became, how depressed I was.  I was fighting against everything that awoke in me.  But in the end, I wasn’t as strong as I needed to be.  I called Valen to us.” 
 
    Zayne’s eyes spark at that, his head whipping up, his brows furrowed.   
 
    So I explain how Valen came.  How he made everyone aboard the ship sleep.  I tell him that we talked.  How Valen told me he couldn’t leave Cyrillius.  How it broke me.  But that it sealed my resolve. 
 
    “Valen left and I knew then that I’d gotten my answer.  I could stay away.  I wouldn’t call him again, not while he was who he was and worked for who he worked for.” 
 
    I take a breath, remembering how dead I felt inside, even though I was using everything in me to pretend to be okay. 
 
    “But we got to Salypso and I started my training, and I think it woke something in my abilities,” I continue my story.  “I began having visions of the future.  So many of them.  And in everything I saw, it was Valen and I, together.” 
 
    Emotion wells in my eyes.  I remember waking with the worst feeling of loneliness in my heart.  I remember the tears and the screams that ripped through me. 
 
    “We built a home here together on Kaelea,” I say, remembering every detail.  “We married.  We had two children together.  But always, there was Dominion.  Always, we were pawns.”  My voice hardens.  My fingernails claw against the rock beneath my hands.   
 
    “I finally reached out to Valen, and found we had both seen our family.  And he couldn’t stand the thought of what Cyrillius would do to us, either.  It broke both of us.” 
 
    I look back up, meeting Zayne’s eyes.  And I see something softer there now.  I’ve said something he never expected. 
 
    “I knew that for whatever reason, Valen couldn’t leave Cyrillius, so I did what I do best.” 
 
    “Run in with your head down, thinking you’re capable of more than you are,” Zayne says, nailing me exactly. 
 
    I give a little smile, nodding. 
 
    “I knew you would never let me go to Isroth to kill Cyrillius, so I got Edan wrapped into my idiotic plan,” I say, my eyes flicking toward the barracks, where I know Edan is sleeping.  “Everything possible went wrong there.  I couldn’t do what I intended.  And in the end, I didn’t accomplish anything except getting off that planet with Deliverance.” 
 
    “And even that, you crash through the entirety of space,” Zayne says, “because you’re a horrible pilot.” 
 
    I actually laugh.  A single tear pushes its way past my eyelashes, and I laugh as I wipe it away, in awe of my own absurdity.  “Because I’m a horrible pilot.  And the ship wasn’t even complete.” 
 
    A small smile cracks on Zayne’s face and he shakes his head. 
 
    I sigh, wiping my face, determined not to cry anymore. 
 
    “I know you don’t understand it, and maybe you’ll never believe it’s real because fate told us it was our future, but during our time on that empty planet, and even before, I really did fall in love with Valen.  I know you will probably never see him as anything but evil.  But Valen is different.  He loves me.  He wants a different future.  And he’s willing to do anything to make it happen.  And he’s finally free to do it.” 
 
    “I don’t really understand what that even means,” Zayne says with the shake of his head.  “I thought we all have our free will, but the two of you said something about him being Cyrillius’ prisoner.” 
 
    I nod.  “I didn’t know it before, but the Kinduri can put things into your head, twist your thoughts.  He used his Kinduri on Valen for years.  So whenever Valen thought about leaving Cyrillius, he relived the worst, most terrifying moments of his life.  And it stayed that way, until I dove into his mind, found that black knot, and destroyed it.  Which wasn’t easy.” 
 
    I see from the look on Zayne’s face he doesn’t want to believe that it’s true, that Valen didn’t have total control over his own actions. 
 
    Ignoring his expression, I extend my right hand, splaying my fingers, turning my hand over, exposing my palm.  All the veins in my hand, wrist, and forearms glow brilliant Neron blue, stark and bright against the dark of the night. 
 
    “We made a promise to each other,” I say.  “To fight for our future.  I didn’t even know it was possible, but that vow resulted in this.  I don’t think he could break it even if he wanted to.” 
 
    Zayne studies the Neron coursing visibly under my skin.  He doesn’t say anything for several long moments, and I give him the time to consider everything I’ve just said. 
 
    Finally, he makes this little noise of disgust.  “You always have to be so slam epic.  Not only are you now the third most famous person in the galaxy, you had to go and be star-crossed lovers with the second most notorious person in the galaxy?” 
 
    A laugh launches from my lips and I shake my head.  I’m so grateful that Zayne is shaking his head with a smile on his lips. 
 
    He gives a sigh.  “Don’t go expecting me to warm up to him anytime soon, but who am I to keep giving you slag about the person you were destined to really be with?” 
 
    “Does this mean you’ll be pleasant to him?” I ask, raising an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Don’t go asking too much,” he says, mirroring my expression.  “Just because I’m finally over you doesn’t mean I have to ever like any other guy in your life.” 
 
    “I see you haven’t warmed up to Edan any more since I last saw you,” I say. 
 
    He makes a sneering face.  “I’ll eventually learn to deal with Valen, and who knows, maybe we’ll even become cronies.  But don’t go asking me to be friends with Edan.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask with a laugh.  “What did he ever do to you?” 
 
    Zayne shakes his head, a look of annoyance growing on his face.  “Have you never met the guy?  He’s the weirdest, most insane little cack-he in the entire galaxy!” 
 
    I laugh, turning my face up to the stars.  “I’ll admit, Edan isn’t everyone’s flavor.  But…I don’t know.  He gets me in this weird way no one else does.  So, can you just, keep your space from him if you need to?  Because he’s kind of important to me.  Just like you are.” 
 
    Zayne looks back up to my face, uncertainty in his eyes.  He takes a few long beats to consider this request. 
 
    “Fine,” he says.  “As long as he stays away from me, I’ll stay away from him.” 
 
    I shake my head, but smile.  “Thank you.  Now, what do you want to yell at me about next?” 
 
    He huffs a little laugh, his eyes falling down to the ground at his feet for a moment.  “I guess that’s enough for tonight.  I’ll save the rest for another time.” 
 
    I shake my head, knowing that there will indeed be more he’ll get annoyed at me for.  But for tonight, this is enough. 
 
    “I’m really glad you’re here, Zayne,” I say, meeting his eyes across the fire.  “Thank you for trying to save me on Isroth.  I want you to know, that I know I can always count on you.” 
 
    He offers a little smile, and I feel something between us heal.  “I’ve always got your back, Nova.” 
 
    “And I’ll always have yours,” I promise one of my best friends in this galaxy. 
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    Over the next six days, we gain three-dozen warships and over 250 soldiers.  We now have enough ships to keep the entire planet of Kaelea safe from attack, every section of the planet guarded from all sides. 
 
    With these numbers, with so many willing to risk their lives, it’s time to address everything.  
 
    We call a war council, with everyone invited, and those who are still up in the sky listen through a broadcast. 
 
    Bardek is, of course, recording and broadcasting everything. 
 
    Which makes me slam nervous. 
 
    Even more nervous than I would be, standing here before hundreds of people, all gathered around. 
 
    As we walk up to the front of them all, I grab Valen’s hand, gathering myself for a few seconds. 
 
    We can do this. 
 
    We can do this. 
 
    Together, we stand in front of nearly a thousand eyes that land on us. 
 
    “Thank you all so much for coming,” I begin, forcing myself to talk louder, because I’m nervous, and I know my voice isn’t carrying all the way to the back of the group.  “We know you’ve risked your lives coming here.  We know some of you have turned against your employer, your government, your families.  We’ve all lost something by joining this war effort.” 
 
    I look around at their faces, seeing uncertainty.  I see fire.  I see grief. 
 
    We’ve all gone through something to wind up here. 
 
    “Change happens when people decide enough is enough,” I say, speaking louder as my nerves calm slightly.  “For me, enough was enough when Dominion came to my planet and took it over.  Enough was enough when Cyrillius used his Kinduri to enslave the person I love, keeping us apart.”  
 
    I reach for Valen’s hand once more, knowing the galaxy needs to see that I do love him, that I believe in him.  And I need his support. 
 
    I need him. 
 
    “Enough was enough when I got word that Cyrillius had found another little boy, a Nero, and knowing that he will do the same thing to that child as he did to Valen when he was a boy.” 
 
    I am so careful with my words.  I need to pull at their emotions.  I need them to see and feel it. 
 
    “I don’t know what was enough for all of you, but I am eternally grateful for your bravery,” I say.  “We are still so few in numbers.  Compared to the task ahead of us, we’re just a little speck.  But we’re strong.  We’re angry.  We’re determined to change the future of the entire galaxy.” 
 
    “We aren’t ready to mobilize,” Valen speaks up for the first time.  He isn’t one for words in front of a crowd.  He leaves that to me, to rally their spirits, to call everyone to the fight.  But he knows war.  He knows the fight.  “With Dominion’s forces, we’re best to stay at our stronghold for a while longer.” 
 
    “We need others,” I say.  “We will fight in whatever way we can, with whatever numbers we can get.  But there will be lives lost.  There will be losses.  So please, if you’re on the edge about joining us, you will make a difference.” 
 
    Valen squeezes my hand.  “We’re planning,” he says, looking to the cameras pointed at us.  “I can’t disclose everything, we know Dominion is watching.  But we will strike.  We have information.  I will use everything I have gathered in the twenty-one solars I was Cyrillius’ slave.  And we will find a way to win this.” 
 
    Bardek gives us the signal that he has ended the broadcast, and I breathe a little easier now that I know I’m not speaking to a large portion of the galaxy. 
 
    “The reality of how we end Dominion is based on three things,” Valen says, moving on to the nitty-gritty.  “We have to destroy The Dominion.  It’s essentially a mobile planet.  It’s a floating base.  Without it, Dominion will be severely crippled, setting them back solars.” 
 
    He steps forward, letting go of my hand.  He stands tall, his eyes brilliant and burning. 
 
    “We need to destroy Isroth,” Valen continues.  “As the true base of operations of Dominion, their communications are based there.  If they can’t talk, they will shake apart.” 
 
    I look out at the crowd, and I don’t like what I see. 
 
    Doubt.  Questioning. 
 
    I don’t know that half of them are really hearing anything Valen is saying. 
 
    Slag. 
 
    Valen was right.  And this is so important. 
 
    If he’s seeing the doubt on many faces out there, he doesn’t show it.  “And third,” Valen says, “Cyrillius must die.  Dominion has passed down the crown from one generation to the next.  As far as I know, Cyrillius does not have any posterity.  After hundreds of solars, the company will fall apart with no apparent heir.  It would tear itself apart without us doing anything else as the people at the top fight for power.” 
 
    Anger and hatred fill my chest as I look out at the crowd, as I look into the faces of so many who are discounting Valen. 
 
    He’s giving them such valuable information.  He is the tipping point in this war. 
 
    And because of his past, because he was a slave, they can’t see who he is right now. 
 
    “We need spies, scouts,” Valen says.  “We have to find Cyrillius.  We’ve gotten word that he hasn’t been on Isroth for over a lunar.  At the moment, we’re unsure if he’s still on Korpillion, where he found the Nero child.  We need volunteers, with the fastest ships, to scout the galaxy for him, with the leads Arden Black provides.” 
 
    Yes.  We need action items.  We’ll lose those here if they sit around idle, feeling useless.  We need them to feel as if they have purpose. 
 
    “Nova can build any weapon she can imagine,” Valen moves on.  “But we have few supplies here on Kaelea.  This planet was my personal refuge, not a war base.  We need a crew to go gather supplies so she can continue to arm us.” 
 
    To my surprise, there’s a small group toward the back of the crowd that nods, as if they’re ready to accept that job. 
 
    “But more than anything else, we need more people and more ships,” Valen says. 
 
    “We need you to reach out to any and all contacts you have,” I say, stepping up to Valen’s side once more.  “Dominion is massive.  We meant what we said, we’ll fight in whatever way we can, with as many people as we have.  But to increase our chances of winning, we need people.  I’m begging for your help in that.” 
 
    I have nothing more to say, and neither does Valen when I look at him. 
 
    So we step out from the crowd, and head back to our office.  But first, we have to walk along the side of the crowd. 
 
    Conversations break out as soon as we’re finished.  Not saying a word, I strain to hear little tidbits of what they say. 
 
    Some are ready, they feel reassured having clear goals laid out before them. 
 
    But others are now questioning if they’re being tricked.  They question if Valen has pulled the wool over my eyes.  They think he’s a spy.  That Cyrillius is just using us to pull out all the traitors in the galaxy and will blast this entire planet to bits, taking everyone out. 
 
    Slag.  Slag. 
 
    I hate this.  I hate how hard and how big this is, when I know with absolute certainty the intension in Valen’s heart and mind. 
 
    Neither of us says a word as we cross to our office.  And I feel a million pounds heavier when I open the door, we step in, and close ourselves inside. 
 
    Valen walks straight to the desks and places his palms flat on the surface.  I’m quiet for a second, looking at his expression.   
 
    His eyes waver back and forth between his hands, but I know it’s not them that he’s actually seeing. 
 
    “Valen, I-” 
 
    “I’m going back to Isroth,” he cuts me off.  My mouth gaping, I take two steps forward, but he rushes on.  “I’m going to go in and take out their communications system.  If we can take that out, it will severely cripple Dominion.  And I need my ship back.” 
 
    “Valen, that’s-” 
 
    “They’re never going to believe that I’m on their side until they see me do something extreme,” Valen says, standing straight.  “It’s been too many solars of seeing me do Cyrillius’ bidding, the stories are just too many.  So, essentially, I’m leaving the entire effort of this war on your shoulders, Nova.  And I’m making it a thousand times harder for you, because your association with me makes them doubt you, too.” 
 
    My mouth opens, but it closes once more, because I don’t know what to say. 
 
    Valen takes two steps toward me, taking my hands in his.  “If I take Bardek’s crew, or at least part of it, we can show the galaxy that I’m not Cyrillius’ spy.  And this could be huge in shifting the war.  If I can take out their communications system, we can scatter them.  If they can’t talk to each other, how are they going to come after us?” 
 
    Something like anger and fear bites the back of my eyes.  They don’t well, but my brows furrow and I bite my lower lip.  I take another step forward, holding our hands up between our chests. 
 
    “But…but I can’t leave here, Valen.  If we take off, they’ll all think we abandoned the war.” 
 
    “No, you can’t leave,” Valen says, agreeing.  He shakes his head just once.  “You have to stay here and lead them, Nova.  You’re who they are following.  You’re who they listen to.” 
 
    “Valen, I…I can’t stand the thought of you leaving,” I say, as emotion finally does well in my eyes.  “We’ve spent so much time apart.  I feel like we just finally figured this out and –” 
 
    “It isn’t for forever, Nova,” Valen says as he brings a hand to my face, running his thumb over my cheek.  “If I take Nymiah with me, we can fly Deliverance and I can immediately be there.  We could be in and out in a few days.  Maybe shorter.” 
 
    “It’s such a risk,” I breathe.  “Valen, they incapacitated me for weeks with just one touch.  What if the Kinduri get to you?  What if Cyrillius is there and…and…?  What if he uses his entire army, and you don’t come back?” 
 
    Alive or dead, what if Valen doesn’t come back? 
 
    He doesn’t immediately respond, but he studies my eyes and brushes my tears away when they finally break free.  His touch is so soft and so light.  I swear he’s rearranging my soul, snaring me to him tighter and tighter with every second he’s looking into my eyes. 
 
    “I will come back,” he promises, and the Neron in his veins pulses brighter for a moment.  “I will be careful.  And I will shift the tide.” 
 
    I’m too scared to accept it, but looking into Valen’s eyes, I believe him.  I take several long, silent, breath-held moments. 
 
    We only just figured us out.  Only just got our time together.  Nearly the entire time we’ve known each other we’ve been separated.  We finally found our time.  Found our way to create a life together. 
 
    It’s only a few days, at most, Valen promised. 
 
    But even that long feels like enough to end it all. 
 
    “If you want me to have any kind of influence on this war, you have to let me do this, Nova,” Valen whispers. 
 
    Another tear breaks free from my eyes. 
 
    And I know he’s right. 
 
    I slip my arms around him, clinging to him, memorizing every impression and curve of his body. 
 
    Just in case this is the last time I ever get to hold him.  
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    I get one night before Valen, Nymiah, Bardek, the other Nova, and six volunteer soldiers leave and go to Isroth. 
 
    Once more, I feel like I should be spending time with my family.  But they can wait. 
 
    I might only get this one last night with Valen. 
 
    Valen had a small home here on Kaelea.  Considering he would, at times, disappear to this planet for lunars at a time, he had needed somewhere to live.  He has a cottage here, nestled above a cliff that overlooks the ocean.  It’s rough, mountainous, jungle-ridden territory on this part of the planet.  It’s beautiful.  Interesting. 
 
    The headquarters lie just half a kilometer from the cottage.  Close enough we can get there quickly when needed. 
 
    Far enough to grant us privacy. 
 
    In the dark, I walk in through the door, and following right behind me, Valen closes it. 
 
    I hesitate in the middle of the room, my insides a mixed storm of emotions. 
 
    Valen walks up behind me, running his hands up my bare arms, before he snakes his own around me. 
 
    His lips kiss my shoulder.  His touch is full of reverence.  Need.  Want. 
 
    I let my eyes slide closed and let my head fall back, resting against Valen’s shoulder. 
 
    His hands slide down, dragging the backs of his fingernails along my arms.  Instantly goosebumps flash over my skin.  His hands reach my thighs, and his fingertips dig into them, pressing my body back against his. 
 
    A needy sigh escapes my mouth. 
 
    Valen’s lips move from my shoulder, up my neck.  His lips expertly tease the hollow beneath my ear, his warm breath washing over my skin. 
 
    “Nova,” he whispers, barely audible, but I hear him say my name in my head, and that fills every bit of my body. 
 
    I turn, hooking my arms behind his neck.  As if I don’t weigh anything at all, he grips my hips, hoisting me up, and I wrap my legs around his waist. 
 
    He doesn’t take my lips though.  His Neron blue eyes bore into mine, and I feel every bit of his soul and I let him into every part of mine.  He walks us across the room, setting me on the edge of the long table in the kitchen area.   
 
    My hands dig into his shirt, gripping it tight, holding him close to me so he cannot escape. 
 
    I bring my lips to Valen’s, but I do not kiss him.  I let them hover there, breathing his air, determined to keep as much of him as I can with me until he returns to Kaelea. 
 
    Valen never breaks his stare as his hands come to embrace the outside of my thighs.  My fingers run into his black hair. 
 
    This feels like the first moment we’ve been able to take since we arrived on Kaelea two lunars ago.  It’s hard not to be resentful of all the people here when this is what I saw in my visions: us, here.  Living our life, and loving each other every single night. 
 
    I pull Valen’s lips to mine, opening my mouth greedily, and Valen’s tongue is there as a generous giver.  Our lips form to one another perfectly, expertly creating their own story together. 
 
    I could kiss Valen for the rest of my life, and I plan to do so.   
 
    Forever, the word forms in my head, and I let it drift through the door between our minds. 
 
    Forever, he echoes the word back to me. 
 
    Brilliant blue shines through my closed eyelids and I know what I would see if I open my eyes.  I know we’re glowing as the Neron in our blood pulses and shines with the vow we made. 
 
    I feel the Neron in me swell, surging.  And I feel Valen’s.  I feel it floating in and out of the two of us.  His is no longer distinguishable from mine.  We’re simply one Nero being now. 
 
    My kisses slow and eventually I pull back, staring at his lips.  They’re swollen and wet and I can just feel every inch I’ve claimed of him. 
 
    My heart is rushing with everything. 
 
    I’ve found him. 
 
    After a lifetime of being lonely because I couldn’t ever find someone who understood all my complexities, I’ve found the person who completes my puzzle. 
 
    I marvel over that miracle.  That he was that person. 
 
    “I love you, Valen,” I whisper against his lips. 
 
    One of Valen’s hands trails its way up and over my stomach, between my breasts.  His hand flattens over my chest as it rises, running up the front and then side of my throat, before those fingers tangle into the hair at the back of my head. 
 
    “I swear I will love you until my last breath, Nova,” he promises as his forehead touches mine and his lips whisper against my own. 
 
    I kiss him.  Because I love him.  Because I am his, and he is mine. 
 
    Forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Their departure is scheduled for sunrise. 
 
    Our group starts out small.  Just Valen, myself, Nymiah and Zayne, Torin, Bardek, the other Nova and another of their crew members, and the six soldiers.  But as we say our goodbyes, others wake and realize something is happening.  They stand at the edge of the Airspace, watching, listening. 
 
    They’ll be able to watch it all later. 
 
    Bardek’s crew is recording the whole thing.  He’s capturing every emotion and word. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” I hear Zayne saying to Nymiah.  “He could take another ship.  We barely made it out of there last time.” 
 
    “You don’t change the galaxy by letting others do all the hard work,” she says gently, as she takes his hands into hers, leaning forward and gently kissing his lips. 
 
    I wonder if I’m ever going to get used to that. 
 
    I bite my lower lip as I watch the soldiers march into the hull of Deliverance with a mass of weapons. 
 
    My father walks up to Valen and once more to my surprise, he pulls Valen in for a brief hug.  “Be careful out there,” he says.  “They might not realize it yet, but they need you.  We need you.  And most of all, Nova needs you.” 
 
    I smile, feeling my chest warm.  I hear Valen quietly promise and they release each other. 
 
    I don’t miss the cameras pointed at their goodbye, and I know their voice recorders are good enough to capture what they’ve said. 
 
    But I don’t care about any of that when my father places one hand on my shoulder, giving me a tight smile, before walking back to the ships he’s fixing up. 
 
    My throat is tight as I look up into Valen’s beautiful face.  His light skin stands in stark contrast to his black hair, and the red of his lips is brighter than usual today. 
 
    But he doesn’t look scared.  He doesn’t look nervous. 
 
    He looks like he could conquer the galaxy. 
 
    So I let myself believe it, too. 
 
    “Be careful,” I say, looping my hands behind his neck and lacing my fingers together.  “Wreak havoc, kill Cyrillius if you see him.  And slaughter every Kinduri you see.” 
 
    Valen smiles, and it’s one of those brilliant, most-beautiful-smile-in-the-world smiles.  The kind that makes my heart flutter and my stomach quiver. 
 
    “I will,” he says.  And he dips his head, pressing his lips to mine, and I feel words slip down the bond.  I will come back. 
 
    So I capture them into my soul, keeping them in a safe place next to my heart. 
 
    And then it’s time.  Valen kisses me one more time, and keeps my eyes as he walks away, keeping hold of my hand as long as he can. 
 
    And then the connection breaks, and he and the others walk up the ramp into my ship. 
 
    Valen turns and looks back one last time as the hatch closes.  I give him a smile, hoping it doesn’t look too forced.  He gives a small smile in return.  My heart squeezes tighter and tighter, and I don’t break eye contact until the ship closes, and my view of him is cut. 
 
    As the glow of the Neron core stretching along the entire length of the ship brightens, I hear the gravel beneath my feet crunch, and then Zayne’s arms wrap around me.  Together, we watch as Deliverance smoothly lifts off the ground. 
 
    “They’re coming back,” I say, and I’m not sure if it’s more for my benefit or Zayne’s.  I think we’re both scared out of our minds right now. 
 
    “They’re coming back,” Zayne repeats as I cling to his arm wrapped around my chest. 
 
    Together, we watch the ship as it continues to rise up into the atmosphere.  Together, we see the sky explode into a burst of Neron blue light, and then the ship disappears from the sky. 
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    An idea sparks almost as soon as Deliverance disappears from the sky.  I immediately head to my office and start sketching it out on my holotab.  I call over to Lazarus, give him a list of supplies I need, tell him to rally the volunteers, and get them in the sky immediately. 
 
    They’re gone within the hour. 
 
    “Edan,” I call in next.  He immediately responds.  “I need you.” 
 
    Two minutes later he walks through the door, some strange communications device pulled over his head.  There are wires and microphones going every direction.   
 
    I didn’t expect anything less. 
 
    “Come take a look at this,” I say, waving him over to my desk.  I expand the screen, blowing up my render.  I spin it around, showing him all the different sides of it.  “What do you think?” 
 
    “You really think you can build it?” he asks, and for once, there’s no mania in his voice, no sarcasm.  Just…awe. 
 
    I smile, nodding.  “I’ve already got others on a supply run.  Lazarus says he has at least half of the supplies on Korichi.  He thinks we can get the rest on Haptorus.” 
 
    “Which is controlled by Dominion,” Edan says doubtfully.   
 
    I nod.  “They’re going to have to be careful, obviously.  But it isn’t as if all trade stops when Dominion takes over.  They’ll be operating as merchants.” 
 
    Edan makes a noise, which is neither affirmative nor dismissive.  “How big will it be?  You don’t have any kind of a scale on here yet.” 
 
    “I have to make it small enough to fit on Deliverance,” I answer, turning my gaze back to the design.  “We’re going to have to get within a league for it to work.” 
 
    “It’s…” Edan marvels, at a loss for words, for maybe the first time ever.  “It’s slam brilliant.  Has the effect of a bomb, but it’s reusable.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I say with a prideful smile.  “And we have plenty of Neron here on-planet to make it.” 
 
    Edan sits in Valen’s chair, letting out a big, slow breath.  He meets my eyes and smiles.  “It’s genius.” 
 
    “Thank you very much,” I say, bending at the waist, which is awkward since I’m sitting, taking as much of a bow as I can at the moment. 
 
    “You’re going to need some hands to help you build this,” he says, lacing his fingers behind his head.  “This seems like the kind of thing that will set ex-lover boy on edge.” 
 
    “I wish you’d stop calling him that,” I say, glaring at him from beneath my eyelashes.  “He has a name.  And it’s awkward when you say it that way.” 
 
    Edan just smiles, making me think that there’s now no possible way he’s ever going to stop calling him that. 
 
    “And you’re right, a weapon of this size is risky, which will mean Zayne is going to worry about it.  But it isn’t as if he’s completely unreasonable.  He’ll see that this is going to change the game.” 
 
    Edan sighs and sits forward, taking off that weird helmet and setting it on Valen’s desk.  “Well, we all play to our strengths.” 
 
    “Speaking of…” I say, trailing off as I look at his weird contraption.  “What have you found with all your investigations?” 
 
    “That I’m really jealous that you actually got to meet Arden Black in person,” he says with a coy smile.  “Is she as much of a babe as her voice makes her sound?” 
 
    I actually sit back a bit, looking at Edan in surprise.  “Are…are you-” 
 
    “Ah, close that little mouth, Nero,” he says with those tired, dark eyes.  “Just because I never took a third look at you doesn’t mean things don’t work down there.”  He gestures between his legs. 
 
    My mouth opens and closes twice, three times. 
 
    I’m so thrown off by everything he just said. 
 
    A third look. 
 
    What the void? 
 
    And I guess I just never thought of Edan being…well, a man, with desires and wants like a man has.  He’s always just been…a maniac who went along with my crazy plans. 
 
    I guess I’ve just never thought of him finding a woman. 
 
    “But I’m not sure who has a sexier voice and more intimidating dominance,” Edan continues, throwing me on my ass in shock.  “Arden, or 12-3.  I’ve always admired women with a little dominance.” 
 
    “Edan!” I say in a huff of a laugh.  “Are you collecting information on Cyrillius’ whereabouts or simply hitting on women?” 
 
    He grins, clearly pleased that he’s thrown me off so much.  “Who says I can’t do both?  You act like you’re shocked that I have any kind of charm.” 
 
    “Oh, I know you have your own special brand of charm, but…  I mean, is it working?”  I laugh again, just twice.  I can’t believe we’re having this conversation. 
 
    “Only time will tell,” he says, smiling.  He’s loving every second of this.  “The distance and this little thing called war are causing a bit of a problem at the moment.” 
 
    “Oh my stars,” I say, rolling my eyes as I shake my head.  “Leave it to you to find not one but two powerful women to flirt with in the middle of a crisis.” 
 
    He grins again, and for some reason, this makes me insanely happy.  And I needed a reason to feel happy today. 
 
    “Okay, now that we got that bizarre conversation over with, can you tell me something useful?” I say, looking up at him with an amused glare. 
 
    He’s still smiling as he sits forward, bracing his elbows on his knees, pressing his fingertips together.  “According to Commander 12-3, Cyrillius hasn’t been seen on Isroth since he found that Nero kid.” 
 
    “Which is bad for taking him out, but also makes me incredibly grateful that he won’t be there when Valen arrives.” 
 
    “Double edged sword, or something like that,” Edan says.  “Arden has been calling out to the whole galaxy, asking for any tips about where Cyrillius might be.  As of right now, everyone from Korpillion says he hasn’t been seen there in about a lunar.” 
 
    I swear.  “And there’s been no other tips, no other sightings?” 
 
    Edan shakes his head.  “Not yet.  But with a reputation like his, someone’s bound to see him soon.” 
 
    “What about The Dominion?” I ask.  “Where is it stationed right now?  Maybe he’s just holing up on his ship.  That’s where Valen had most of his training.” 
 
    Edan shrugs.  “It is possible he’s on the ship,” he says.  “It’s currently on the edge of the M Sector.  I think we have to assume it’s headed this way, but it’s going to take another three lunars to get here.  We don’t have any spies on that ship, so we have no way of knowing if he’s on it.” 
 
    I want to believe that he is, it’s the easy answer and the quick solution.  But my gut isn’t so sure. 
 
    “How do we gain an ally on it?” I ask.  “Any and all communication we have with anyone aboard will be heard.  I don’t know how we get through to anyone.” 
 
    Edan shakes his head, once more leaning back in his chair, slouching low into it.  “I don’t know yet,” he says, and I can see the gears turning in his head.   
 
    It’s something to mull over.  I need to take it to the war council.  “Maybe Harp and Andreas will have some ideas.  They defected from Dominion.” 
 
    Edan nods and then his weird headset makes a buzzing sound.  He suddenly stands, grabbing it, and pulls it over his head.  “If you’ll excuse me, my ladies call.” 
 
    I hear him talking as he slips out the door and once more closes it behind him. 
 
    “Maniac,” I say with a smile as I shake my head. 
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    We do have some supplies here on Kaelea.  Not a lot, but a few.  I gather what I can find, dumping it on the ground next to my office.  And then I set off into the jungle. 
 
    Spirit is the difference between a Nero and any other human being.  My spirit has a connection with Neron, with energy.  They understand each other, as if they speak the same language, and Neron is the willing servant.   
 
    I can always feel it pulsing in the ground beneath my feet.  I can feel the deposits of solid blue Neron.  I know the heaviest deposit is on the far north side of the planet.  I know the side with the least amount is beneath the giant sea that spans the entire western hemisphere. 
 
    It’s a testament to how badly Cyrillius wanted Valen working for him, how badly he wanted to control the only known Nero in the galaxy.  There is a lot of Neron on Kaelea, and he just gave it to Valen in exchange for a life of obedience.  Cyrillius destroys planets for less than a quarter this amount. 
 
    I walk out through the jungle, vines and leaves tangling the ground at my feet.  I aim for a clearing up ahead, where I can see the sun streaming down to the ground. 
 
    Once I’m in the center of it, I close my eyes, holding my palms flat, parallel to the ground.  I take a deep breath.  I let it out slowly through the O of my lips. 
 
    And then I plunge my senses down into the ground. 
 
    It’s as if I am diving into the earth.  I can see the dirt.  I see the insects that live in it.  I see decomposing life and the skeletons of long dead creatures. 
 
    And then I find it. 
 
    Solid and huge and broken and scattered. 
 
    I find the Neron deposits. 
 
    I wrap my will around them.  My soul whispers to the Neron, tells it what I need.  I feel it pulse, awakening, greeting me. 
 
    I understand, it says back to my spirit. 
 
    So I cradle it.  I support it.   
 
    I lift. 
 
    The ground beneath my feet instantly cracks.  It groans.  It churns and spills out from around me. 
 
    I don’t let go of the Neron.  I raise it higher and higher and feel it breaking through feet and feet of dirt. 
 
    And suddenly it breaks from the ground, and hovers in the air. 
 
    My eyes fly open and I find everything around me floating, energized by the giant deposits on either side of me. 
 
    The Neron is huge.  Half the size of The Corsair.  It floats around me in seven massive boulders.  But I don’t struggle to keep it suspended.  This isn’t difficult.  It listens to me.  It understands me. 
 
    I only took as much as I needed.  I was careful with my calculations. 
 
    I’m no expert in measuring Neron. 
 
    But I can feel it in a way no scientist can measure.  
 
    I know just how much this exact amount of Neron can do. 
 
    I only need to use it twice. 
 
    Turning, I keep my hands held in the air, and I head back toward camp, bringing the Neron along with me. 
 
    I gave instructions to the camera crew that they were not to record me while I’m working on this project.  If Dominion were to catch wind of it, it would ruin everything.  So I’m grateful to see that when I step back into viewing range of our residents, no one is around to see me guide the massive Neron deposits behind my office.  No one sees me move all the dirt on top of it, making it look like just another mound, the same as the hundreds of others that make up this uneven terrain. 
 
    I’ve been working with the few materials I have for a few hours when my father wanders over. 
 
    “What are you making?” he asks, a curious tone to his deep, gruff voice. 
 
    “A weapon,” I say, a little inflection in my voice that betrays that I feel guilty. 
 
    When you hide a hobby for lunars, one that could get you thrown in jail or killed, the shame and guilt don’t immediately go away. 
 
    “I assumed as much,” he says, giving me an amused little smile.  “I’m curious as to what kind of weapon you’re creating.” 
 
    I pause what I’m doing, holding my father’s gaze for a moment. 
 
    This is serious stuff.  This is big.  It can cause so much death and destruction. 
 
    I can hardly have this and my father exist in the same space.  My father, who held my hand as he walked me to school every day.  My father, who has warmed thousands of meals for me over my life.  My father, who rocked me to sleep as a sick thirteen-solar-old. 
 
    “It’s a planet annihilator,” I say in a soft breath. 
 
    “Oh?” he only says in a surprised, curious tone.   
 
    I nod.  “I’m building it so that we can use it to destroy Isroth, and The Dominion.  This doesn’t end if any bit of those are intact.” 
 
    Torin looks at me for several long moments, and I’m not sure how to read his expression.  I wish I could get in his head for a few minutes. 
 
    I care what he thinks of me.  This man is my father, biology or not. 
 
    I want my father to be proud of me, and I’ve caused him too much worry in the past. 
 
    “I’m curious to see your designs,” he finally says.  “Do you mind if I take a look?” 
 
    A smile actually spreads on my face.  “Please,” I say, getting to my feet and ducking into the office for a second to retrieve my holotab.  “I’m curious if you find any flaws.” 
 
    I get back to work while my father looks over my design.  He takes his time.  A whole hour of it, looking it over, over and over again.  He doesn’t say anything, doesn’t ask any questions during that time.  He understands this kind of stuff.  This is his field. 
 
    I’ve been working for a few minutes at least before I finally realize that my father has been watching me.  My eyes widen a bit as I look up at him, sitting up straighter. 
 
    “What do you think?” I ask, nervous and excited. 
 
    Slowly, a smile grows on his face, creeping through his black and silver beard.  He shakes his head just twice.  “It’s brilliant, Nova.” 
 
    A smile spreads on my face and my heart flutters.   “You really think so?” 
 
    He nods, still smiling gently.  “I’ve heard the stories over the past solar, about how incredible your work is, your weapons.  But this is the first time you’ve given me an opportunity to see it for myself.  You’re…you’re incredible, Nova.  Just like I always knew you were.” 
 
    I’m so sick of crying.  But I can’t help it.  Emotions fill my eyes as I climb to my feet and go to wrap my arms around my father. 
 
    “You’re going to change this entire galaxy,” he says softly into my hair.  “You’re going to lead us into a new age.  A better one.” 
 
    I try to smile, even though his words overwhelm me.  So I just hug him tighter. 
 
    And then, like a vibration in my brain, I feel the connection between Valen and I open. 
 
    “We’re on Isroth,” Valen’s voice comes through, clear as day. 
 
    I step back from my father, my eyes losing their focus, falling to the ground.  “Did any of Dominion’s ships detect you?” 
 
    “Nova?” my father asks in concern.  “What-” 
 
    I shush him, holding a finger up to my lips.  “Valen.” 
 
    It takes him a moment to realize what I’m talking about, but I slip into my own head again. 
 
    “I know where the least watched sections of the planet are,” he says.  “As far as I can tell, no one detected us.  No alarms, no soldiers, no ships.” 
 
    I sigh in relief.  “Thank the stars.” 
 
    “It’s going to take me a few hours to slip my way into the compound undetected,” he continues, his words sounding breathy and rushed, even though he isn’t actually speaking any of them.  “The communications system is a two-part setup.  I’ll disable the one in the compound here first.  Then immediately head for the one in the mine.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” I ask, hating how anxious I feel.  Like every second he’s on that planet is one more second he’s at risk. 
 
    Which is exactly the reality. 
 
    “It will take me a few more hours to get from the compound to the mine,” Valen says.  “I’m sure it will be tomorrow afternoon before I can disable it.” 
 
    I let my eyes slide closed as I let out a breath. 
 
    That feels forever away. 
 
    “Be careful,” I say.  “Don’t…please don’t take any unnecessary risks.  I need you to come back in one piece.” 
 
    “I promise,” he says once more. 
 
    “I love you,” I say, feeling his urgency, knowing he has to go. 
 
    “I love you, too,” he says.  And like the wind, the connection floats away and he’s gone. 
 
    “Everything okay?” my father asks, a deep furrow of worry between his eyes. 
 
    I press my lips together for a moment, nodding.  “He’s on Isroth now.” 
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    The faces and images won’t stop flashing in front of my eyes. 
 
    Screams.  War.  Exploding ships.  Crumbling planets.  Blood.  Death. 
 
    But amidst the chaos, I hear this…ringing sound.  Like crystal struck just the right way. 
 
    Through the chaos, I turn.  My eyes search through all the insanity, all the death and war. 
 
    And I find myself engulfed in brilliant, blinding white light. 
 
    There are these…waves everywhere.  As if they’re frozen beams of light.  But none of them are straight.  They weave in and out, curving, ducking, rising.  The strands of white light engulf everything around me. 
 
    I can’t tell where I am.  The space that surrounds me is impossible to make out. 
 
    But as I turn, searching for answers to where I am, I suddenly find myself face to face with a figure. 
 
    They too are blurred in a way.  As if somehow they exist out of focus.  I can tell it’s a man because of his height and width.  But his facial features are undetectable.  He’s frozen in an extraordinary position.  
 
    One foot is in front of the other slightly, his knees bent a little.  His hands are extended, his fingertips splayed wide. 
 
    I see that his mouth is open as if in a scream or yell. 
 
    I back up, utterly confused, wanting to return home. 
 
    But I bump into something completely solid. 
 
    I whip around, and stagger back four steps. 
 
    There’s another frozen figure, this one obviously a female.  She’s entirely engulfed in that frozen light.  Her expression is filled with utter fear and grief. 
 
    She too is frozen in an odd position, one hand extended, taking a step forward. 
 
    My eyes follow her other hand.  It stretches back, and I find her fingers encircled around a small wrist. 
 
    She’s holding onto a child.  The child can’t be older than nine or ten, based on their size.  I can’t distinguish if it’s a male or female yet, but I know that expression.  They, too, are filled with terror. 
 
    The breath hitches in my throat, and I realize I have been holding it this entire time. 
 
    With shaking knees, I take a step back, breaking through those strange strands of frozen light. 
 
    My heart is pounding. 
 
    Save them, something in that racing muscle screams.  Help them. 
 
    I reach out, but I don’t know what I’m going to do.   
 
    I don’t know what’s wrong with them. 
 
    I don’t know who they are. 
 
    Help us, a thought fills my head.  Crystal clear, a silent scream.  Only you can help us. 
 
    I stagger back, away from the invisible voice, and my heel catches on something and I fall back. 
 
    But before I can hit the floor, I jerk up in bed, finding myself in an empty bed, back on Kaelea. 
 
    The breath rips in and out of my chest hard, and I blink eleven times fast, feeling as if I’ve gone blind, going from the brilliant white world to this dark of night. 
 
    In the back of my throat is a familiar, bitter taste.  The same taste I’ve had when I had other visions of the future. 
 
    I don’t understand it.  I don’t know where that was, or who those people were. 
 
    I can’t help them if I don’t understand what I just saw. 
 
    “Who are you?” I whisper to myself. 
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    “The broadcast is starting in two minutes.” 
 
    My head jerks up from what I’m working on.  Zayne walks across the field that stretches between here and headquarters.  He’s pale, and doesn’t look like he’s eaten anything since Nymiah left two days ago. 
 
    “Come on,” I say, standing and heading into the office.  Once inside, I flick on the huge holoscreen that’s mounted to the wall beside our desks.  Zayne taps and clicks and gets it to the right place, which has a countdown of ninety seconds. 
 
    I take in his gray tone, his empty eyes, his lethargic movements. 
 
    He worries.  It’s what he does. 
 
    He worried over me for lunars.  I’m so grateful that he’s found another person to worry over.  He deserves it. 
 
    “Do you love her?”  
 
    The question blurts out of me before I give it two seconds of consideration.  But as I look up at Zayne, I find I don’t regret that I asked it. 
 
    Zayne looks over at me, and he takes a moment before he answers.  “I think I’m still learning what that means again,” he says.  For a second, his eyes drop to my lips.  But that isn’t desire still in them.  That isn’t want or need.  “I think I’m still having to learn that you break things if you cling too hard to them.  I think I have to learn to help myself a little first, figure out how to love myself first, before I can love someone else.” 
 
    I marvel at his level-headedness.  He was just so raw and honest about himself.  That was so aware of his flaws.  And so mature. 
 
    I don’t know if I’m like that. 
 
    But slam, I admire him a whole void of a lot right now. 
 
    I’m at a loss for words and I know I should say something, but I’m saved from having to when the broadcast suddenly begins. 
 
    I think I expected something grander.  Some kind of beautiful, cinematic production.  But as the broadcast begins, all I’m seeing is raw footage.   
 
    It’s obvious this was taken with a drone camera.  It’s too smooth, rises and falls beyond human reach.  And I’m grateful for that.  No need putting others at risk if we don’t have to, all in the name of publicity. 
 
    My skin immediately prickles with gooseflesh as we watch a view from just behind and to the side of Valen.  Deliverance descends toward the dark red surface of Isroth.  Everyone aboard is silent, and the tension in the air is palpable, even through the screen. 
 
    There are several cuts, showing as the ship gets closer and closer to landing.  Nervously, those aboard check for signs their presence is detected.  But everything stays calm and even. 
 
    Through the viewport, I see that they touch down several kilometers from the Presidential Compound.  There’s only a little noise as those aboard gather their things, preparing to depart. 
 
    The footage cuts again and we see Valen silently stalking across the barren surface of Isroth, six soldiers and one Nero in tow behind him. 
 
    Another cut.  More trekking.  
 
    Another cut. 
 
    Weapons raised at the ready.  There is Neron swirling around Valen’s hands, ready for anything and everything to go wrong. 
 
    Another cut, and they’re only yards away from a back entrance to the Compound. 
 
    Another cut, and we watch as Valen slips inside, silent as a ghost. 
 
    I place my hand over my heart, because it’s beating so fast my ears are ringing.  Zayne scoots closer to me and reaches over to take my hand, squeezing in reassurance. 
 
    It’s dark for a few moments as the camera adjusts to the dim light.  But then there it is, and I’m instantly right back, working for Cyrillius, pretending and faking every breath I took. 
 
    We watch the crew creep down a dimly lit hall.  When they come to the end of it, a uniformed Dominion soldier crosses their path, but one of our soldiers shoots him, and he drops dead before he can sound any kind of alarm. 
 
    Pound, pound, pound. 
 
    I can hardly handle this. 
 
    I nearly hold my breath as Zayne and I and the rest of the galaxy watch Valen and his team work their way through the compound.  Down dark passages they creep, through elevators that plunge them down five stories into the earth. 
 
    I nearly vomit when the doors open and standing in their way are five Kinduri and at least twenty soldiers. 
 
    There’s a flash of blinding blue light, but not even a single scream as Valen releases the Neron and obliterates every one of them without even batting an eye. 
 
    “Slag,” Zayne breathes, running a hand over his mouth. 
 
    Through all the blood, they all walk, stepping over bodies. 
 
    And then there it is. 
 
    I’ve never seen Dominion’s communications system.  They’ve never been my specialty, but I know it as soon as we see it. 
 
    It’s huge, massive.  It takes up an entire cavernous room in the compound. 
 
    “We’re going to have to move fast as soon as this is done,” Valen says quietly to the crew, the first words any of them have spoken since they set foot in this place.  “As soon as it’s damaged in any way, alarms will sound.  We’re going to have to fight our way out of here.” 
 
    I understand now why they went after the system in the compound first.  If they’d taken out the one in the mine to start with, the soldiers would have been rallied, they would have known what was coming, and Valen never would have gotten inside. 
 
    There are unlikely to be many soldiers at the mine.  It won’t be heavily guarded. 
 
    If they can get there quick, they might stand a chance. 
 
    I remind myself, though, that all this happened hours ago.  Whatever is done is done. 
 
    Four of the soldiers step forward and attach some kind of device to each side of the system.  The others attach similar devices to the walls of the room. 
 
    Bombs. 
 
    I watch as Valen walks up to a screen in the center of the room.  He presses in a few codes, the pad illuminating his beautiful face. 
 
    Something beeps and then an alarm sounds as Valen presses his entire hand against the screen and I see it scan his prints. 
 
    The alarm screams louder. 
 
    “System erase denied,” a digital voice says calmly.  “Your permissions have been revoked, Valen Nero.  A warrant for your arrest has been issued.  Please remain here and wait for officers to arrive.” 
 
    Despite how terrifying this all is, a smile grows on my face. 
 
    “That certainly is difficult proof to deny,” Zayne says, raising an impressed eyebrow. 
 
    “Let’s get going,” Valen says as the alarm grows louder. 
 
    None of the others wait for another suggestion.  They all turn, and instead of striding out, they all run. 
 
    It’s a crazed dash through the stairways and hallways.  The soldiers fire as the halls begin to grow crowded with Dominion’s worker ants.  Blood sprays across the floor. 
 
    As a line of soldiers blocks their way just meters from the exit, Valen once more obliterates them. 
 
    I’m so scared.  But so proud. 
 
    Maybe this is possible after all. 
 
    I hear the sound of shooting and then suddenly one of our soldiers goes down, just barely visible in the camera view, but sickeningly, it swerves around, revealing a dead man on the floor, his eyes already empty. 
 
    Nymiah gives a war cry as she spins, her hands at the ready, and the soldiers behind her blow apart into twenty different pieces. 
 
    I glance at Zayne, finding his face ghost white. 
 
    I’m begging all of them to not trip as they retreat down the hall, knowing there’s one of our men who isn’t making it out of there alive. 
 
    But the dark hall suddenly fills with light, and they all tumble out of the Compound, out into the desolate, sandy surface of Isroth. 
 
    The second they clear the building, someone presses the detonator, and everyone is thrown twenty feet forward with the blast. 
 
    I actually scream, jumping to my feet, as I watch the camera tumble, end over end, spinning out of control.  Everyone lands in a heap and there are moans and groans of obvious pain. 
 
    “Get up,” Valen says, and I watch him scramble to his feet.  “Get up!  We have to keep moving.” 
 
    But two of the soldiers struggle to raise to their feet.  The camera stabilizes, correcting the view just in time to see Valen grab one of the soldiers.  We see his hand glow Neron blue, and what was once a gaping wound, is now healed flesh.  He carefully takes the other woman, and soon the gash in her face is nothing more than smooth flesh. 
 
    I hate that anyone got hurt.  But this is exactly what the galaxy needs to see.  Valen doing good.  Helping people. 
 
    Once more, the group is on the run.  They dash across the sand, granted time with the distraction of the explosion. 
 
    The footage cuts several times and I remember Valen saying that it would take hours to get to the mine. 
 
    We see them rest, but to us viewers, it only seems like seconds.  We see the sun beginning to fall as they get further and further from the compound.  And just as they get to a mineshaft with just one elevator, it grows dark as the sun sets. 
 
    They take out the two soldiers at the top of the shaft without any issue.  Together, they all crowd into the elevator, and it descends. 
 
    I feel every ounce of tension and fear as the footage lets us watch the entire descent. 
 
    It’s working.  They’re doing what they went there to do.  In some ways, it seems like it’s been too easy.  But I remind myself, it hasn’t been.  People have been hurt.  One of our own soldiers is dead. 
 
    The cost is already unbearably high. 
 
    They all seem to let out a collective breath as the doors open, but it only lasts a fraction of a second. 
 
    There are five soldiers down in the mine.  But as one, Valen and Nymiah both dart forward, ending their lives in the span of one breath. 
 
    I thought the first communications system was huge.  
 
    This one is as big as Deliverance. 
 
    It spans huge and complicated inside a massive cavern.  I realize that at some point, this cavern was once filled with Neron.  But it’s long since been mined out, depleted.  And all that’s left is the piece of technology that will give us our advantage. 
 
    Valen’s plan really was brilliant. 
 
    Where they should be getting swarmed, no one comes.  They have free reign.  They install the bombs without being interrupted.  They get back to the surface without running into a single Dominion soldier. 
 
    I feel a little silly for worrying like I did. 
 
    Maybe I don’t know Valen well enough. 
 
    I should have had a little more faith. 
 
    They get to the Airspace.  And I feel incredibly guilty over a soldier volunteering to take the time to fly The Black Arrow back to Kaelea. 
 
    That’s Valen’s ship.  I know he’s bringing it back to aide in the war effort.  But it is his. 
 
    He knows he can’t take all that time getting it back to his planet.  It would take him two weeks. 
 
    And I made him promise to return faster than that. 
 
    So he’s asking someone else to do it. 
 
    In all the chaos, no one notices The Black Arrow rising into the sky, until it’s already leaving orbit. 
 
    Valen and the others are in Deliverance.  And just before they take off, Valen presses the button to detonate the bombs. 
 
    Through the viewport, we see the surface of Isroth shredded.  The ground rumbles and shakes.  And then a huge section of it collapses in on itself. 
 
    Valen and Nymiah don’t wait another moment longer. 
 
    The Neron helm glows brilliant blue as Nymiah takes hold of it.  The camera turns, zooming in on Valen’s face as he gives the commands, and the ship lifts off the ground, and they rise into the sky. 
 
    He no longer looks like a villain.  He doesn’t look like anyone’s puppet. 
 
    He looks like a hero.  He looks like a savior. 
 
    He looks like the one who just turned the tide. 
 
    I take a step forward as the camera goes black and the transmission ends. 
 
    At times I am reminded that I am nothing.  That I don’t know anything.   
 
    I’m just a mechanic.  An engineer.   
 
    I am not a leader.  I know nothing of war. 
 
    I just watched Valen perfectly orchestrate his plan.  I just watched him expertly show the galaxy everything they needed to see in order to believe he is on our side. 
 
    He trained under the best.  The most evil, yes, but the best. 
 
    Voices from outside pull my attention back to the present.  Zayne and I both dart outside, and we watch as not just one ship, but two begin to descend from the sky. 
 
    The first is the scouting ship I sent after the supplies I need. 
 
    The second, is Deliverance. 
 
    My heart leaps into my throat and a smile splits my face as I break into a sprint.  My boots pound the earth beneath my feet as I dart through camp, aiming for the Airspace. 
 
    I see the hatch open.  I see the bottoms of feet. 
 
    I swear I could fly right now. 
 
    I swear everything in the galaxy is going to go right as I sprint to our ship.   
 
    Slowly, those feet walk down the ramp. 
 
    I run faster. 
 
    One step at a time, my view of him grows.  I see his knees, his strong thighs. 
 
    I push myself harder. 
 
    I see his slim waist.  His strong hands, glowing with our vow. 
 
    I see his broad chest. 
 
    And his beautiful face comes into view as I sprint into the Airspace, a ridiculous smile cracking my own. 
 
    His eyes meet mine, and it’s just a fraction of a second of enough warning. 
 
    I throw myself at him.  My legs wrap around his waist and my hands come to the back of his head. 
 
    Valen’s hands grip my hips, holding me tight to him, firm and strong. 
 
    My lips don’t hesitate even a second.  They take my mate’s, kissing him hard and strong. 
 
    I claim him with that kiss. 
 
    I mark him as my own. 
 
    I don’t care who is watching.  This is my man and for a few very long days, I was truly terrified that I would lose him. 
 
    Never again. 
 
    I will never doubt him again. 
 
    I will never treat him as any less than the capable king and equal he is to me. 
 
    “I love you,” I say into his mouth, clinging him hard to me, determined to make us one instead of two. 
 
    “I promised I would be back,” he says, and it ignites every nerve in me when he says it with a smile.  I love every bit of fire and heat I see in his eyes.  I see violence and wickedness.  I see promises. 
 
    I see a future. 
 
    I take his lips again, devouring him. 
 
    Stars, I love Valen. 
 
    I let the door between our minds open, letting him feel everything I’m feeling. 
 
    And I’m completely overwhelmed by what I feel back. 
 
    Claiming.  A deafening roar of possession.  I feel his hunger.  His need.  His desire.   
 
    But loudest of all, I feel his love.  His promise to me runs so deep there is no bottom to it. 
 
    He pulls away, looking into my eyes as he sets me back on solid ground.  A frustrated sound slips between my lips. 
 
    But I still at the intensity in his eyes.  And slowly, he drops to both knees. 
 
    He takes both of my hands in his.  He draws me close, and places my hands over his heart. 
 
    My own calms and the world around me suddenly feels very still and quiet. 
 
    I stare into Valen’s eyes, and once more, I’m living through every bit of the future, marveling that we’re in this moment in the present. 
 
    “Nova,” Valen breathes, never breaking our gaze.  “I never thought I could be the man I am now.  I didn’t even know this version was a possibility for me to dream of.  But you brought me here.  We fought for this.  We changed the future.” 
 
    A small smile grows on my lips, and I could swear I’m glowing. 
 
    My heart is so light right now. 
 
    “You are my equal in everything,” he breathes.  “You are everything.  I swear I will be at your side every moment of that future we saw together.” 
 
    He presses his hands tighter over mine, pressing my palms hard against his ribcage.  I feel his heart beat in there.  It’s steady.  It’s so calm and confident. 
 
    “Nova, will you be my wife?” 
 
    The Neron that hasn’t stopped glowing in our veins since we made our vow pulses brighter.  Blue and white and brilliant, we glow. 
 
    And I see the Neron in Valen’s forearms rising up, creeping up over his elbows, sneaking into his biceps. 
 
    Will you be my wife? 
 
    Wife. 
 
    Wife. 
 
    “Yes,” the word barely escapes my lips before I take his once more.  My hands wrap behind his neck, and I feel the Neron in my own body expanding as I claim the man who will soon be my husband. 
 
    The future. 
 
    We’re living it. 
 
    We’re creating it. 
 
    We changed it. 
 
    I cup my hand around Valen’s jaw, looking into his eyes. 
 
    “I love you, Nova,” he breathes, tucking a lock of my hair behind my ear. 
 
    I’m glowing.  Literally.  All the Neron in my body is pulsing, brighter and brighter.  I feel electric. 
 
    Valen shines just as bright. 
 
    “I love you too,” I swear. 
 
    My body relaxes.  He’s okay.  Everything went okay.  They did what they set out to do. 
 
    It’s actually the silence that pulls me back into reality. 
 
    I look around, and find nearly two-dozen people gathered around us, witnessing our engagement. 
 
    And Bardek stands there, glowing and smiling like a mad man, his camera capturing every moment. 
 
    “Publicity gold,” he says, shaking his head and smiling like we’ve already won the war. 
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    Valen’s act of crippling Dominion and then our broadcasted engagement breaks everything open.   
 
    Wars break out across the galaxy within hours.  Those planets who have been taxed and burdened by Dominion’s presence start fighting back. 
 
    According to Arden Black, no less than seven planets across the galaxy are in all out rebellion. 
 
    Other Neron-free planets are going to the aide of their enslaved neighbors. 
 
    It takes us hours to figure out communication with Commander 12-3.  She updates us, telling us that Dominion is fraying.  Everyone is panicking.  The armies stationed throughout the galaxy are in the dark.  No one knows what’s going on and all trade is halted. 
 
    This is huge.  Massive. 
 
    This is a triumph. 
 
    And things start happening faster than we can handle. 
 
    Within twelve hours, we gain seven new ships and twenty-eight soldiers.  And every twelve hours after that, we keep gaining about that same amount.   
 
    In the thirtieth hour, we’re hailed by a new ship.  The voice that comes through makes me cry, and I immediately run for the Airspace. 
 
    A battered, old, clunky ship lands on the ground.  I don’t know how it’s even still running.  They took such a risk in that death can, traveling through space to get here. 
 
    The hatch lowers, and I smile like an idiot as two figures walk down to the ground level. 
 
    “Look at you, revolutionizing the galaxy.”  Reena’s calm, elegant voice sounds exactly as I remember it. 
 
    I close the distance between us and wrap my arms around her.  She hesitates.  Reena is cool and controlled.  But eventually she pats my back before stepping away. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Nova.”  My eyes slide to Kyril, and my heart warms.  He does hug me in return, and I marvel at how natural and easy this is.  He’s such a naturally calm and kind person.  Such a perfect teacher. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” I say, wiping away the stray tear that breaks free. 
 
    “What can we do to help?” Kyril says, and even with those kind eyes, I see the fight he’s ready for. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Within five days, we double our numbers. 
 
    So when Dominion’s fleet finally arrives, we have over three hundred ships to defend ourselves. 
 
    “I can’t just stay on the ground while everyone else is up there fighting!” I yell, slapping my hand on the table. 
 
    The war council glowers back at me.  But they do not calm the heat in me. 
 
    “I asked them to come,” I say, seething with annoyance.  “What the void does that say about me if I let them go up into the line of fire and I just hide down here?” 
 
    “This isn’t just about you, Nova,” Lazarus says between clenched teeth.  “All those people aren’t here just because of you.  They’re here because they believe in this.  They believe in ending Dominion.  But you are the face of their hope.  Of this revolution.  You are useless up there.  But you are essential down here.” 
 
    My mouth snaps closed, and he may as well have slapped me when he called me useless. 
 
    “He’s right,” Andreas says, his arms crossed over his broad chest.  “None of us expect you to be up in the sky fighting.  That’s the reason we’re here.  You needed fighters, and we’re your bodies.” 
 
    “You have to give courage to those on the ground as well,” Harp says.  “Not everyone is going to be up in the sky.  Not all the soldiers will be in the fighter ships.  We still have the cooks down here.  We have the mechanics.  There are dozens of others who will be down here, watching what’s happening up there.  The people watch you.  They need someone to look to during this fight.” 
 
    I let out a hard breath through my nose.  I feel like every single muscle in my body is pulled tight, ready to snap. 
 
    Valen reaches over, taking one of my hands.  My eyes slide over to meet his, and I see him pleading for me to keep calm. 
 
    I hate this.  I hate feeling like I’m sending all these people into danger because of my vision. 
 
    But I can’t win everything. 
 
    I have to be a part of the team. 
 
    “Fine,” I say in an annoyed huff. 
 
    Without another second wasted, every single person on the war council walks out, headed to their crews and ships.  There isn’t a moment to be spared. 
 
    Valen presses a kiss to my forehead before letting me go and stepping up to the table, pulling on a headset that will allow him to see everything happening in the sky. 
 
    He’s directing this whole counterattack. 
 
    I’m useless right now, as they’ve all so clearly pointed out. 
 
    I stalk out of the cave, and aim for my office. 
 
    “Dad, I need you,” I say into my connect-link.  I also call Edan and a few others, barking for them to meet me at the office. 
 
    I need to distract myself. 
 
    And I have something of vast importance to work on in the meantime. 
 
    So while there are hundreds up in the sky, shooting at each other, while dozens of ships crash all over the surface of Kaelea, I work with a team of eight others, building The Annihilator. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ground shakes as another ship crashes to Kaelea’s surface.  I hear rocks flying.  I hear the groan of metal breaking apart. 
 
    “Dominion ship,” Valen’s voice calls from my connect-link. 
 
    In my head, I run the tally. 
 
    We’ve downed thirty-seven Dominion ships in the last twenty-nine hours we’ve been fighting.  Dominion has taken down twenty-one of our ships. 
 
    That’s roughly fifty people we’ve lost.  Fifty lives that are over.  Ended. 
 
    The guilt I feel over each of those lives lost is nearly enough to cripple me into the fetal position in my bed. 
 
    The only thing keeping me sane is knowing that this weapon will end the war. 
 
    I don’t sleep.  I don’t eat.  I work nonstop while the war rages above my head. 
 
    I’ve never worked with a team of more than one other person before.  I marvel at how quickly things go with so many hands.  With my father’s effort alone the work is going twice as fast.  With other skilled workers who have experience in mechanics and simple engineering, it’s coming along so quickly. 
 
    By the time we get into the fourth day of war, it’s complete.  All that’s left is to affix it to Deliverance. 
 
    Exhausted and somewhat delirious after so many days and nights of no sleep and intense focus, I crawl into bed beside Valen for just a few hours of rest.  Lazarus has taken over command in the interim.   
 
    “The weapon is finished,” I say as I lay my head on Valen’s chest.  “We’ll have it ready to fly out of here within twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “I think we can end this battle in four days,” Valen says.  I’ve never heard him sound this tired.  He’s hardly even awake. 
 
    I nod, barely conscious myself. 
 
    I know I’m not going to sleep well.  We’ve been so focused and so stressed for so long, I know my dreams are going to be a repeat of the last few days. 
 
    But I can’t fight it. 
 
    My body needs rest. 
 
    So neither of us can say anything more. 
 
    We both slip into the dark unease. 
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    A ringing, buzzing sound rips me from dreams of building The Annihilator.  Confused, not entirely awake, I look around, searching for the sound. 
 
    I climb across Valen, who is still dead asleep, and grab his wrist. 
 
    “What is it?” I say, still stuck somewhere between wakefulness and a dream. 
 
    “I just got seven confirmed reports,” Arden Black’s voice comes through the dark space.  Valen finally wakes, his eyes staring intensely at his wrist.  “Cyrillius is on Korpillion again.  He has the Nero child.” 
 
    Valen and I look at each other, our eyes wide. 
 
    “How long has he been there?” I ask.   
 
    “My first report came in only five minutes ago,” she says.  “From what I gather, he just landed.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, sitting up in the bed.  “Please keep us updated if you hear anything else.” 
 
    “Of course,” she says, and then she’s gone. 
 
    We have to keep our communications quick and short, for everyone’s safety. 
 
    I’m getting dressed, even though my brain still hasn’t processed a plan of action yet.  Valen gets back in communication. 
 
    “12-3,” he says as he, too, gets up and begins to get dressed.  “I was just told Cyrillius is on Korpillion with the child.” 
 
    “I just heard that, too,” she says.  “And I just got word that he mobilized dozens of our ships recently.  There’s been a lot of activity around Isroth.” 
 
    “But none of them ever landed?” Valen questions. 
 
    “No,” she answers simply. 
 
    “I really, really don’t like the sound of this.  You don’t know anything more?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t,” 12-3 responds.  “With our communications system destroyed, I’m mostly blind here.” 
 
    I nod, even though she can’t see it.  “Do you think this is a trap?” I ask as I wind my hair up at the back of my head.  “The timing doesn’t seem like a coincidence.  We’re stuck in the middle of this battle and suddenly he resurfaces after lunars of being missing?” 
 
    “Cyrillius is always one step ahead of the game,” Commander 12-3 says.   
 
    “Cyrillius owns the game, and all the playing pieces,” Valen says, as he pulls on his boots.   
 
    12-3 makes a noise of acknowledgement.  “I think you have to assume he has orchestrated all this.” 
 
    I swear as I clip my Neron staff to my belt.  “Thank you for the information.” 
 
    She signs off. 
 
    But immediately, another communication beeps through.  It’s Arden again. 
 
    “You’re not going to like this,” she immediately jumps in.  “But I just got another report.” 
 
    “What is it?” Valen growls through clenched teeth as he buckles up his vest. 
 
    “Cyrillius has never been the kind to physically strike anyone personally, but that child is covered in bruises.  And Cyrillius has at least a dozen Kinduri with him, surrounding the child at all times,” Arden says, her voice hoarse and quiet.  
 
    Valen’s fist meets the wall.  It cracks, sending fissure lines spider-webbing all over that entire side of the house. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I say, my voice calm and even.  “Let’s go get that boy.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Arden says and then she’s gone. 
 
    Fully dressed, Valen and I head outside and stalk across the camp toward the Airspace.  Together, Valen and I walk up the ramp, into the hull of Deliverance.  Everything is happening so fast.  I feel as if Valen’s trip to Isroth was forever ago in some ways, but there’s still evidence of it in the sand scattered across the entire floor.  
 
    “We’re going to have to slip into speed in atmosphere,” Valen says, putting in all the commands to start the ship.  Immediately, I hear the calming hum of the core that runs along the entire length of the roof of the ship.  “With that battle going on above us, we can’t risk sustaining any kind of damage.  We’re going to have to hover above ground and move a safe distance away.” 
 
    Because if we take off right here, we’ll obliterate everyone within two kilometers of us. 
 
    I nod in acknowledgement.  As the helm glows, I wrap my hands around it, relishing in the power that radiates through my body, running through the ship, and back again. 
 
    Gently, we raise off the ground and expertly, Valen guides the ship away from the camp. 
 
    It’s a pity.  Everywhere on Kaelea is beautiful.  It’s covered with trees and beaches and mountains and valleys.  The second we take off while in atmosphere, we’re going to wreck the landscape. 
 
    But there’s the life of a child on the line right now. 
 
    We do what we have to. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Valen deems it safe. 
 
    “You ready?” he asks. 
 
    Looking back over my shoulder, I nod.  “I’m ready.” 
 
    Valen presses the command.  I feel the Neron grow white hot, so hot it feels wickedly cold.  Surely all of my skin is burning off. 
 
    With a burst of white-blue energy, we blast into the sky. 
 
    I wonder how the whole crew handled this ride when Valen took them all to Isroth. 
 
    I’ve done this a few times now, and I’m still terrified for our lives as we rip through space. 
 
    The helm heats in my hands, growing hotter and hotter.  Just when I think it’s reached its peak, the temperature spikes even more. 
 
    I feel like my flesh is going to peel off my bones.  My brain feels left behind, somewhere in the atmosphere of Kaelea.  My stomach was obliterated somewhere in space. 
 
    I think of Nymiah doing this, thinking how brave she was. 
 
    And just when I feel like I can’t breathe, when I’m just a handful of atoms floating around inside this ship, there’s a pop and my stomach lurches when we drop to normal speed.  
 
    Like a slam miracle, we rocket from the K Sector to the U Sector in a matter of minutes, instead of the six lunars it should take us. 
 
    I take a gasping breath, standing straight, my fingers still curled around the helm. 
 
    Glowing before the viewport, huge and round and gray and blue, is Korpillion. 
 
    I haven’t been here in over a solar.  The planet that I thought was my home.  The planet I resented.  And then the planet I mourned over. 
 
    “Welcome home,” Valen says. 
 
    I shake my head as I look at it.  “This isn’t home,” I say.  “It never really was.” 
 
    Valen doesn’t say anything to that, and I love that he doesn’t.  He understands, and he knows how I feel.  He doesn’t need to reassure me.  Because we’ve both found home, and that is with each other.  
 
    Valen taps his controls.  “Cyrillius is on the northern hemisphere,” he says.  “He’s headed for one of the mines.” 
 
    “Let’s do this then,” I say, adjusting my grip on the helm tighter.  And we begin to descend into the atmosphere. 
 
    Korpillion is the most vertical planet ever.  We can’t just go sailing through the nearly non-existent streets in Deliverance, looking for Cyrillius.   
 
    This is my part of the city.  I know this place. 
 
    You get everywhere on foot. 
 
    So I direct Valen to a specific rooftop, one I’m very familiar with.  Without setting any alarms off, without triggering any attacks, we smoothly set down on the roof.   
 
    While the ship decompresses, I take Valen’s hand in mine. 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” I ask, my nerves finally hitting as I realize how difficult this is going to be. 
 
    “Find Cyrillius, end his life, take the child,” Valen says in hard, clipped words.  “Beyond that, I suspect a lot of killing.” 
 
    “Right,” I say, nodding just once. 
 
    The hatch opens and we stalk down it.  I head straight for the familiar door, opening it to find the stairs. 
 
    This will take a bit.   This building is seventy plus stories tall. 
 
    My shins are screaming at me and my thighs are burning by the time we reach the terra level.  Back when I lived here, I used to scale stairs like this without a second thought.  But I haven’t climbed more than three flights of stairs in over a solar. 
 
    “You used to do this every day?” Valen cringes as we step outside into the smoggy air. 
 
    “Welcome to Korpillion,” I huff as I look both directions down the skywalk.   
 
    Valen huffs once, dons his mask, and walks faster to catch up to me. 
 
    The streets are mostly quiet.  Where once they would have been crowded with thousands of people, now there are only a few tired and sad looking workers, making their way to their destinations. 
 
    “This way,” I say, breaking out into a jog.  I cut around a building, walking past the shops I once used to frequent, running past the bar where Zayne and I used to go for huge glasses of oxygen-infused calypso.   
 
    Half the planet looks abandoned.  Korpillion was never the cleanest planet, but now there is garbage everywhere.  Half the windows around us are busted out.  Dogs, real dogs, which I had never, ever seen on this planet, dash between buildings, sniffing through the piles of garbage. 
 
    The people I do see stare after us with pale faces, their skin sagging and clinging to their frames, as if they’re starving. 
 
    Gone are the white-clothed police people who kept the billions who used to live here from overrunning each other.  I have no doubt the politicians who led our planet are somewhere far, far away from here now. 
 
    They’ve been replaced by Dominion soldiers. 
 
    But none of them are out here in the streets.  They don’t give a slam what people do away from the mines. 
 
    “It’s up this way,” I say, huffing as I cut down a city block. 
 
    I turn another corner and descend down a narrow set of stairs that cuts between two buildings.  This wasn’t the main way into the mine, but a side route only a few knew of. 
 
    Between the narrow space between buildings, Valen and I silently slip.  It’s dark down here, so far down and away from the sun.  It smells moist.  It smells old. 
 
    Slag, I don’t miss this. 
 
    We slow as we see the space before us open. 
 
    Where the opening to the mine used to be narrow, just a single staircase that led down to the side of a building, and then down through a manhole, it’s now a gaping maw.   
 
    The space of half a city block has been cleared.  A hole has been carved right into the side of the building the entrance was beneath.  It’s almost as if they just detonated a bomb, making a gaping mouth that sits wide and ugly. 
 
    Valen and I peek around the edge of the building, surveying what waits for us. 
 
    The entrance of the mine has been reinforced with steel supports.  I see a massive truck roll out of the mine.  All the seams of its hull glow brilliant blue, stating so obviously that it’s full of freshly mined Neron.  I watch as two more trucks roll into the mine, empty, and ready to be filled. 
 
    There are nine soldiers watching the entry, deadly Neron weapons held securely at the ready.   
 
    A crew of a dozen workers trudge through the entrance of the mine, their faces white and grim. 
 
    “How do you want to-” I begin to ask, but my heart drops into my stomach when Valen simply strides out into view. 
 
    “You get exactly one second to decide if you want to walk away or die,” he says loudly, even through his mask, which I haven’t seen him wear in such a long time. 
 
    I don’t know if they actually think about their decision or not, but exactly half of those soldiers raise their weapons and point them at Valen. 
 
    Valen raises his hands, already glowing with Neron, and releases dozens of tiny spears. 
 
    Those soldiers instantly drop dead. 
 
    The others hold their hands up in immediate surrender. 
 
    The workers give yelps of surprise, backing against the buildings that surround them, their hands up. 
 
    “Go home,” Valen says to them, his voice deep, rattling and commanding.  “Don’t come back.” 
 
    I step out from my hiding place, keeping my chin high, hiding the fear and shock from my expression.  “I’m sending you credits.  Get off Korpillion.  Today.  Right now.” 
 
    Their eyes widen further when they see me, my name slipping over their lips. 
 
    I tap my connect-link, sending credits to all those in close proximity.  “Go!” I yell.   
 
    They startle back, but tripping and pulling on each other, they run back the way they came. 
 
    “Cyrillius is still inside?” Valen demands of the remaining soldiers. 
 
    “Yes, Nero,” several of them say at the same time. 
 
    Valen nods just once.  “Don’t let anyone else in.” 
 
    With conflict in their eyes, they each nod, turning their attention to the road leading into the mine. 
 
    Together, Valen and I stalk forward, heading directly into the Neron mine. 
 
    It’s all steel frames and rocky walls for half a kilometer.  The tunnel grows darker but where I feel like I should be smelling moisture and dirt, I smell something crystal clean and somewhat sharp. 
 
    Neron. 
 
    The further into the tunnel we walk, the harder my heart pounds, the slicker my hands become with sweat. 
 
    Trap, trap, trap, my brain screams at me. 
 
    We have no other choice, my heart answers back. 
 
    Every single hair on the back of my neck and on my arms stands on end.   
 
    I feel them before I see them. 
 
    Valen and I both halt to a stop when we see the first of them. 
 
    They stand along the edges of the tunnel, watching us with their weeping black eyes.  Dressed in their shredded black clothing, they’re nearly invisible here in the dark. 
 
    My hands ignite with Neron, and it’s never been easier to summon.  There’s mountains of it up ahead. 
 
    Valen doesn’t summon Neron, but his knees bend, his hands held out and flat, palms parallel to the ground. 
 
    As my eyes adjust to the dark, I see more and more and more Kinduri. 
 
    The entire tunnel before us is filled with them. 
 
    I know why Cyrillius mobilized all those ships.  I know why they never landed on Isroth. 
 
    They went to Gara Lune and collected every single one of his Kinduri. 
 
    With a shrill scream, the first wave of the Kinduri leap at us. 
 
    I release my Neron, vaporizing the first seven Kinduri to reach us with a spray of red mist.  Valen whips around, and a shimmer of brilliant blue light slices forward.  Another eight Kinduri drop to the ground, cut clean in half. 
 
    The noise in the tunnel is deafening.  The Kinduri screech and scream.  The pounding of their feet on the concrete ricochets off of every surface, making it a hundred-fold louder. 
 
    One step at a time, Valen and I push ourselves deeper and deeper into the tunnel.  We pull Neron from the mine, from the air, from the blood of the Kinduri.  We release it, wave after wave.  Blood spills on the ground, the tunnel lining with bodies. 
 
    I’ve never had to fight like this.  As the minutes pass, feeling like hours and seconds at the same time, I feel tiredness creep into my muscles, pulled from my heart.  I’m gathering and firing Neron as fast as I can, but it barely feels fast enough. 
 
    There are thousands of Kinduri in this tunnel.  They have to know they’re going to die.  The Kinduri might be able to read your mind, make you see and feel things that aren’t real.  But they can’t fight.  They’re not trained as soldiers. 
 
    Their only hope is in simply overwhelming us. 
 
    A scream rips from me as I blast another wave of Neron at the dozens of Kinduri rushing us.  My voice is turning hoarse.  Just as I kill one line of Kinduri, there’s another line just behind them, their demented black weeping eyes mad with bloodlust. 
 
    Valen is beautiful when he’s fighting.  He spins and twists as he gathers Neron and blasts it.  It’s almost like an elegant dance. 
 
    He whips around again, and I watch in wonder as a long trail of Neron whips from his hand, curling wickedly, before lashing out and slicing through five men and women as they rush us. 
 
    For a moment, I look down the tunnel. 
 
    We’re getting closer, I can tell, because there’s a blue glow up ahead.  We’re nearing the heart of the mine.  And I have to believe that Cyrillius is in there, and so is that child. 
 
    “Nova!” I hear Valen yell. 
 
    I twist, just in time to see a Kinduri woman break through and leap at me with her withered black fingers curled into claws, her mouth open wide, her black gums gleaming in the dim light. 
 
    I get both hands extended, Neron already swirling around my hands, and catch her around the throat. 
 
    She instantly dissolves in my hands. 
 
    I breathe hard, the air ripping in and out of my lungs. 
 
    I internally search myself, looking for any signs that the Kinduri did anything to me in the brief moment of contact. 
 
    I imagine killing Cyrillius.  I imagine ending Dominion.  I imagine our home on Kaelea and going there to stay forever and ever. 
 
    I run through a million scenarios in the flash of a second. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I swear, hating that I don’t know if I’m safe or not.  
 
    But for now, I have to fight. 
 
    Blast after blast, Valen and I push our way deeper into the mine.  The bodies pile up, deep and wide.  Blood is running like a river down the tunnel, toward where I know all the Neron is. 
 
    I’m tired.  I feel my entire body shaking.  I’m not sure I can maintain the mental energy to keep summoning Neron over and over. 
 
    My stomach rolls. 
 
    My vision feels blurry. 
 
    But I keep pushing forward.  I keep fighting.  One Kinduri at a time. 
 
    There’s Neron in the walls around us now, small, glimmering deposits mixed into the rocks around us.  Large veins of it race into the depths of the mines.  Explosions of it lace out beneath our feet. 
 
    I suck in a ragged, hard breath as Valen and I face the last line. 
 
    There are only eighteen Kinduri left in front of us. 
 
    I can’t believe we made it through. 
 
    We just killed thousands of Neron witches. 
 
    My knees shake.  I can hardly lift my hands. 
 
    But without a second of hesitation, Valen extends a hand, and tiny shards of Neron break free from the walls, and slice through the heads of every last Kinduri standing. 
 
    They drop to the floor, dead. 
 
    I collapse to my knees and Valen catches me before I can hit the stone floor. 
 
    “Nova,” he breathes, his breath warming me. 
 
    I look up at him, finding his entire face is red, splattered and flecked with blood that isn’t his.  I don’t know when he removed his mask, it must have been lost in the fray. 
 
    I reach up, brushing my thumb over his cheek, trying to clear the blood, but my hands are covered in just as much. 
 
    My eyes roll back and my head lolls for a moment before I find a tiny bit of strength left to right it. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” he asks, his eyes frantically searching for signs of injury.  But he’d never be able to tell, I’m covered in so much blood. 
 
    “Just so…” my voice trails off,  “tired.” 
 
    Valen pulls me to him, pressing his lips into mine, holding me with enough strength for the both of us.  I feel my body relax at his touch, his kiss.   
 
    But slowly, I feel a charge leaking into my body. 
 
    Neron is what depleted me.  But Valen uses it now to heal and recharge me. 
 
    Tears prick my eyes.  I’m so tired.  I hate this so much.  I hate all the fighting and the war and the planning and plotting. 
 
    I want to run away. 
 
    I want to let someone else do this.  I wish it was someone else who had just killed all those Kinduri. 
 
    I wish we had stayed on that empty planet. 
 
    But as I hear a terrified cry from within the tunnel, every ounce of fight floods back into me. 
 
    Valen pulls me to my feet.  Concern floods his eyes as he assesses me. 
 
    I’m not there.  I’m not back to one hundred percent. 
 
    But I’m good enough right now. 
 
    Through the dim glowing blue light, we take off, running further down into the tunnel. 
 
    I feel the rush of air.  I smell the scent of Neron increasing fifty-fold.   
 
    I hear that scared whimper again, and push myself faster. 
 
    The air is now blowing against me with force.  I can sense the space open up above.  My heart thunders as we rocket through the tunnel. 
 
    And suddenly we’re there. 
 
    The space opens into a huge area.  Like a giant bubble was blown up inside it.  The ceiling spans high, high enough there’s a window at the top letting out into the daylight. 
 
    There’s a circular walkway that goes around the entire space.  And there’s a road, just slightly wider than those trucks, that spirals down the shaft that drops straight into the earth. 
 
    And there, across that circular walkway from us, is a young boy with light brown hair and bruises all down the left side of his face.  Standing to the side of him, gripping the boy’s shirt tightly, is Cyrillius. 
 
    Who stares back at us with weeping black eyes. 
 
    The tips of his fingers have turned black. 
 
    And small black lines are just beginning to creep out of his lips. 
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    “Are you really that desperate?” 
 
    The words slip over my lips before I give them a second of consideration. 
 
    Cyrillius meets my eyes, and the emptiness in his black eyes turns me cold.  There’s no expression there.  Only darkness.  As if his soul has truly vanished.  
 
    “You’ve caused me a fair bit of trouble, Nova Ainsley,” he says.  “You may be a Nero, which has been quite enlightening, but you’re still just one woman.  I marvel over how much unrest you’ve caused in such a short amount of time.” 
 
    I shake my head, taking another step forward.  “Dominion’s chokehold on the galaxy has lasted long enough.  It’s time for a new age.” 
 
    He tilts his head down, looking up at me from beneath his cinnamon colored lashes.  His eyes may be black, but in this moment, I can read the absolute hatred in them. 
 
    “Tell me how you do it,” he says.  “Do you have extended gifts beyond that of a normal Nero?  Because what you’ve accomplished cannot be natural charm.  You’ve stolen away my Nero.  Turned a large portion of my company against me.  Initiated wars against Dominion around the galaxy.  Created spies in my own ranks who conspire against me.” 
 
    I shake my head once more.  “People have wanted change for a long time, Cyrillius.  This wasn’t even that hard.” 
 
    I wanted to get under his skin, but I instantly regret my words when he yanks the child toward him.  The boy whimpers, fear and terror climbing up his throat as Cyrillius shoves him against the railing. 
 
    “And this is your consequence, Nova Ainsley,” Cyrillius hisses.  “The boy may have had a life if you hadn’t stolen Valen from me.” 
 
    The child sobs in fear as Cyrillius shoves him once more before taking a step back. 
 
    Valen doesn’t hesitate.   
 
    He extends a hand out, and gentle and easy, the child lifts into the air and begins floating across the hole in the ground toward us. 
 
    “No, no, no!” the boy suddenly cries out, followed immediately by screams of absolute agony. 
 
    Cyrillius laughs, evil and deep.  “You’re hurting the poor lad.  The further you take him from me, the more pain he’ll be in.” 
 
    I watch in horror as fresh bruises bloom on the child’s arms.  Tears roll down his face and he sobs. 
 
    Valen holds him there, suspended in the air, unsure of what to do. 
 
    “As a human I was always so limited,” Cyrillius says.  “I’m the most influential man in the galaxy, but I was still limited to human capabilities.” 
 
    He takes a step forward, wrapping his blackening hands around the railing that circles the pit. 
 
    The child whimpers in pain again. 
 
    You must be born a Nero.  But any human can become Kinduri.  All it takes is eating Neron.  In consuming what is meant for everyone in the galaxy, the universe curses you. 
 
    Your soul, in exchange for wicked, limited abilities. 
 
    “Given what I can do now, I can truly only imagine what the three of you are capable of.  But I quite enjoy my recent changes.  I quite enjoy the new obedience I can command.” 
 
    “Slaves will always turn against you the first chance they get,” Valen growls through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Not if they never get the opportunity,” Cyrillius says.  “It was quite disappointing that after fourteen solars of not a single question, you awoke to your circumstances.” 
 
    The child cries out again, and Valen has no choice but to set him back down next to Cyrillius.  Valen shakes with rage.  The dirt around his feet swirls in a circle around him, small rocks lifting into the air.  Even his hair began to float, defying gravity. 
 
    “He’s just a child,” I breathe in disgust.  “How can you look at that terror on his face and not be torn apart with guilt?  How can you live with yourself?” 
 
    “We do what must be done,” Cyrillius says quietly.  “You’ve undone decades of work.  More than you realize, because my quest for a Nero did not begin with Valen.” 
 
    Something cold drips down my spine, sliding all the way into my stomach. 
 
    Information.  Information from lunars ago tugs at the back of my brain. 
 
    A wicked smile curls on Cyrillius’ lips and even though they’re entirely black, the look in his eyes darkens. 
 
    “My Kinduri told me a fascinating story about your father,” he says, his voice low and wicked.  “They learned some intriguing things when they tapped into his mind.  A story of a child, a dangerous story, a risk.  It was fascinating to realize how our stories intertwined long, long ago, Nova.”  
 
    No, the word echoes through my brain.  No, no, he’s lying! 
 
    “The tales of the Nero Kingdom on Glorra Quin Lune were truly legendary,” Cyrillius says.  “An entire planet, largely inhabited by Nero.  So many Nero, they were commonplace, because ten percent of the galaxy’s Neron is on that planet and it’s five moons.” 
 
    I swear the temperature in the room keeps growing colder.  The pit in my stomach grows wider. 
 
    “I’d seen a shift in the first five solars I took over Dominion, after the death of my father,” Cyrillius continues.  “I’d heard the planets talking.  I heard whispers of revolution and rebellion.  I knew I had to act quickly if I did not want to deal with insurrection.  I knew that if I could find a Nero, that it would secure our future for decades.” 
 
    I feel Valen shift a little closer to me and in my mind, I feel a probing question. 
 
    Valen has no idea what Cyrillius is talking about. 
 
    I couldn’t wrap my head around my history, couldn’t understand a single bit of it.   
 
    I didn’t really want to understand. 
 
    I wanted to forget it. 
 
    So I pretended none of it existed and never told Valen the secret my father shared with me.   
 
    “So I set out for the Nero Kingdom,” Cyrillius says.  I hear the glee in his voice.  He knows he’s twisting up my mind.  “I made it to the surface.  And I found the perfect child, one who was already expressing abilities, even at such a tender, young age.” 
 
    My eyes slide closed, even though I know they shouldn’t.  I shake my head, willing him to stop talking.  To stop digging up the past. 
 
    “I nearly made it out of that place undetected,” Cyrillius continues his story, his voice dropping quiet and reflective.  “But then you screamed and your parents fought back.  But they were too late.  I was in the ship, and we were taking off.” 
 
    “Stop,” I say, my voice coming out too quiet.  Too broken sounding.  My eyes slide open once more. 
 
    Cyrillius gives me that devilish smile.  He’s won.  He’s done exactly what he intended. 
 
    He’s fully messed with my head. 
 
    “But as we got out of orbit, as dozens of ships came after me, something truly miraculous happened,” Cyrillius says, not listening to my pleading.  “The entire planet, and you, exploded into a ball of Neron fire so intense, it froze.” 
 
    The space is very quiet and I hear every breath taken.  I hear every rush of air that funnels up from that pit. 
 
    “You nearly killed me as a toddler, Nova,” Cyrillius says.  “You caused massive damage to my ship, blew a hole through the side of it, sucking out half my crew members.  And you went spiraling out into space with them.” 
 
    I found you, a child, floating out in space, surrounded by Neron.  
 
    My father’s words come back to me.  It was such an impossible story.  It didn’t seem possible, not without the knowledge of what had happened before. 
 
    “I assumed you were dead, and I had to cut my losses and leave,” Cyrillius says.  “So I returned to Isroth.  I kept an ear to the spacecasts, waiting for the impossible word of any other Nero being born.  Who ever would have guessed my luck in picking one up from the most Neron-free planet in the entire galaxy?” 
 
    Valen’s hands curl into fists and everything around him floats a little higher as Neron begins slowly swirling around them. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful story, really,” Cyrillius keeps talking.  “The fact that the two of you found each other in the end.  The future is a fascinating thing.  Your ability to foresee it is incredible.  I wonder, had I not taken you, Nova, would your futures still have intersected?” 
 
    No.  I will not give an ounce of credit to this man for this future Valen and I have fought to form. 
 
    “It’s over.” Valen is the one who finally speaks up.  “Dominion is being dismantled as we speak.  The worlds are revolting.  Your communications are ruined.  You’ve lost me, you’ve lost Nova.  Let the child go, Cyrillius.” 
 
    My bones chill as a wicked smile crosses his lips. 
 
    “Ellion here is nothing compared to what you were at this age,” he says.  “I think I’ll try my chances at the Nero Kingdom once more.” 
 
    He spins, grabbing the boy, and in one smooth movement, he throws himself and the child over the edge of the railing, down into the pit. 
 
    “No!” I scream as I dart forward, my hands thrown out. 
 
    A blast of white light ripples through the space.  The walls around us pulse brilliant and blue.  And I watch in awe, as that Nero child slows in the air, his wide, green eyes, staring at me to help him. 
 
    He freezes in the air, suspended in that swirling, white light. 
 
    But down below, I hear the rush of air, as Cyrillius falls and falls and falls. 
 
    Valen dashes forward, looking over the railing. 
 
    Eyes wide, stunned at the sight of the child frozen in the air, I take one shaking step at a time forward, stopping at Valen’s side. 
 
    Down in the pit, I catch only one glimpse of some kind of ship as it darts down a tunnel. 
 
    “It was waiting down there for him,” I say, my throat tight and my voice hoarse. 
 
    Valen nods.  He’s pale. 
 
    Cyrillius is going to escape.  I know he is.  Because he knows that we will tend to this child.  He knows we won’t be able to help it. 
 
    “Did you know you could do this?” Valen asks, looking up at the frozen lights, his expression showing just the slightest trace of marvel. 
 
    I look around, and as I see the strange, rippling light, I realize something.  Something becomes clear.  
 
    I understand. 
 
    I’ve seen this kind of frozen light before. 
 
    “No,” I say.   
 
    There are a million more things I need to say. 
 
    But I can’t wrap my head around what’s just been revealed. 
 
    There’s been too much. 
 
    Valen raises his hands and pulls the Nero child from the brink of the pit and gently brings him back to the platform.  He carefully guides him into his arms. 
 
    He’s still frozen in that terrified position.   
 
    I did that to him.  Somehow. 
 
    Feeling absolutely sick to my stomach, I cross the space to them.  I gently touch the boy’s forehead, between his eyes. 
 
    There’s a rush and that white light sprays outward, dissipating. 
 
    Instantly, his body unfreezes and he relaxes into Valen’s arms.  He’s unconscious, but still breathing. 
 
    “Let’s get him back to Kaelea,” I say.  “We need to regroup there.  We need to make plans.” 
 
    “We need to talk,” Valen says, even as he turns to walk out of this tunnel. 
 
    He’s right.  I know he is. 
 
    I need to tell him everything.  Even the parts I can’t quite accept. 
 
    But it can wait until we reach Deliverance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I tell Valen everything when we get to the ship.  I tell him the story my father told me, of how he found me as a toddler, surrounded by Neron, floating in space, just outside of Glorra Quin Lune. 
 
    How he brought me aboard.  How I seemed to control the Neron. 
 
    I tell Valen how my father knew he had to protect me.  How he took me in, how he went to Korpillion, which he believed to be free of Neron.  How he kept what I was a secret, even though he was putting himself in danger. 
 
    “I…I still can’t believe it or accept that it’s true,” I say, my eyes fixed on the floor.  I’m trying to picture it all and piece it with what Cyrillius just said.  But I just can’t.  “It doesn’t feel real.  It just feels like a crazy story.  I…” 
 
    Valen crosses the space between us and wraps his arms around me, hugging me tightly to him. 
 
    I freeze for a moment, stiff and worried.  But gradually I relax into him, wrapping my arms around his waist. 
 
    “We all knew Evander’s prophesy was never about me,” Valen says softly into my hair.  “You were born for greatness.  You’re exactly where you’re meant to be.” 
 
    I squeeze my eyes closed, pushing two tears out onto my cheeks. 
 
    I’ve denied it the entire time I’ve known I was a Nero.  I still deny it. 
 
    I’ll never be able to accept it. 
 
    But for now I’m just grateful. 
 
    Despite a million things that could have changed my future into something else, I somehow made it here. 
 
    This is one of the sides of Valen that the galaxy will never see.  It’s one of the best parts of him. 
 
    Valen never holds a grudge.  Valen doesn’t judge.  He lets things go so easily.  And he’s always accepted me as I am. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” Valen says. 
 
    So I nod my head and wipe away my tears.  And together, we pilot Deliverance through eight Sectors in a matter of minutes, and go back home.   
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    We land back on Kaelea and instantly, dozens of people gather around, anxiously waiting for an explanation. 
 
    The hatch lowers, and gently, Valen walks down the ramp with Ellion in his arms. 
 
    It’s all they needed to see.  It’s all the explanation they need for our disappearance during such a critical time. 
 
    “I need Nymiah and Kyril,” I say to no one in particular. 
 
    Two people go running off, searching for them. 
 
    “We didn’t encounter any ships in our approach,” Valen says, keeping his voice down for the child who still sleeps. 
 
    Lazarus steps forward.  “We took out the last of their ships just two hours ago,” he says.   
 
    “Our losses?” I ask.  I hardly want to know the answer.  But my heart is already breaking for even one soul lost. 
 
    “Thirty-eight ships,” he reports.  “Ninety-nine lives.” 
 
    I take a deep breath, closing my eyes. 
 
    I know Bardek is recording right now.  I know he’s going to show this footage to the entire galaxy. 
 
    But I’m not grieving for show. 
 
    I try to recall all the faces I can, wondering who was lost, knowing that they’re all important.  They all matter. 
 
    “Nova?” 
 
    My eyes slide open at the question asked hesitantly.   
 
    There’s Kyril and Nymiah. 
 
    “We need to talk,” I say through my thick throat. 
 
    The four of us head toward the house and gently, Valen lays the boy in our bed.   
 
    “He’s going to need mentors,” I say, watching as he sleeps.  “He’s been through so much trauma.  It’s going to take this entire camp to love him through it.  But he is a Nero.  He’s going to need someone to teach him.  I can’t think of anyone more capable than the two of you.” 
 
    With soft eyes, Kyril looks down at the boy.  He really is such a wonderful person.  In my time on Salypso when I felt entirely inadequate and ignorant, he gave me confidence.  Told me to be patient with myself. 
 
    “Of course,” Kyril says. 
 
    I nod.  “Cyrillius has become Kinduri,” I say, dropping that information bomb for the first time.  “He’s gotten into the boy’s head and made him writhe in pain whenever he gets more than a few feet away from him.” 
 
    Both Kyril and Nymiah are white as ghosts at the information I just shared.  But they don’t say anything.  They just nod, and watch as I move around to the head of the bed.  I climb onto it, kneeling, and lay the boy’s head between my knees.  
 
    Gently, I press my fingertips into the sides of his head. 
 
    And I dive into his mind. 
 
    This child’s mind is so different from Valen’s. 
 
    Valen’s was full of screams and sand and darkness. 
 
    This child’s mind is still full of memories of his parents.  Good ones.  Laughter and happiness.  Then confusion about what was happening when Dominion came.  And then terror as they tried to take his family away. 
 
    I see it as his world explodes when his abilities manifest.  His parents are gone.  The building is gone.  Hundreds are dead. 
 
    So much confusion. 
 
    And then terror as Cyrillius’ face comes into his memories. 
 
    I watch as everything happens in quick flashes of fear and confusion.  The transformation of Cyrillius.  Him pressing his fingers to the boy’s temples, the fear that sank into his mind at leaving Cyrillius’ side.  Trying to run away, but the pain that ripped through his body at the separation. 
 
    Internally, I swear. 
 
    This poor child. 
 
    I delve in deeper, and there, I find the black, snarled knot. 
 
    I picture Neron gathering in my mind.  I imagine it swirling and surrounding that knot. 
 
    And when it feels so strong, stronger than anything in the world, I attack the knot. 
 
    With a gasp, Ellion jerks up in bed, looking around with fear. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Kyril says, sitting on the edge of the bed, holding his hands out.  “You’re with friends here, you’re safe now.” 
 
    Ellion looks around, taking in all the strangers. 
 
    “We’re like you,” Nymiah says, surprising me with her tenderness as she kneels on the floor beside him.  “We’re not like Cyrillius.  We’re Nero.  And we’re going to do anything we can to protect you.” 
 
    The boy looks so scared.  So uncertain. 
 
    But I see in his eyes as he relaxes. 
 
    He can feel the difference.  We’re nothing like Cyrillius. 
 
    “Okay,” the boy says, braver than any of the rest of us. 
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    We’ve won the battle, but we won’t have won the war until the three things Valen said are done. 
 
    Destroy Isroth. 
 
    Destroy The Dominion. 
 
    Destroy Cyrillius. 
 
    We’ve defeated Dominion’s fleet Cyrillius sent after us.  We’ve succeeded in our counter attack. 
 
    Now it’s time to go on the offensive.  We don’t have a second to spare. 
 
    Over the next twenty-four hours, we work on attaching The Annihilator to Deliverance.  We make plans for who will go in the ship and blow up Isroth. 
 
    In the end, it’s Valen and I, and Bardek’s crew. 
 
    There has to be a Nero aboard that ship to fly it.  Kyril and Nymiah have to stay and take care of Ellion. 
 
    I’m the only other option beside Valen.  But Valen is the best pilot in our camp. 
 
    And in the end, it’s our ship.  That’s my weapon. 
 
    Just as the sun rises the next day and the rain has stopped falling, Valen and I say goodbye to the war council. 
 
    “The politics are what is important now,” I say to them.  “We’ve been looking for a solution to replace Dominion, and if we succeed today, that’s suddenly going to arrive.  The fight is over for the moment.  We need to focus on what comes after.” 
 
    They nod.  It’s my father, Harp, Cyra, Reena, and Zayne who look at me like they think a solution is possible.  Lazarus and Andreas don’t see an end beyond war.  It isn’t hard to see it in their eyes. 
 
    “Everything will be different when we return,” Valen says, but it’s me he looks at when he says it.  “Things have been hard the past few lunars.  But even if we have peace, they’re going to get harder.” 
 
    My stomach rolls, knowing that he’s right. 
 
    We say our final goodbyes, and go back into the ship. 
 
    We make our final strike today. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I head toward the helm, but Bardek steps into my path, holding a container of familiar black grease. 
 
    “It was the first symbol of rebellion,” he says, handing me the can.  “The galaxy cheered for the masked weapons maker.  They praised her recklessness, made bets on how long she could run from Cyrillius.  They need to see you, fully identified.  They need that hope.” 
 
    I look down at the can.  This part of my life feels so long ago.   
 
    But I’m still that woman.  I’m still that manufacturer.  I’m still that rebel who will do anything for her family. 
 
    So I unscrew the lid, I dip my fingers into the grease, and I swipe from one edge of my hairline to the other, darkening and blackening my eyes. 
 
    Bardek smiles at me, and I appreciate his publicity genius.   
 
    I look back at Valen, and I really, really like the wicked smile that tugs at the corners of his mouth when he sees me. 
 
    “We’re on our way,” Valen snaps back to business, speaking into his connect-link as we ready for takeoff.  “Gather any defectors and get the void off that planet.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Commander 12-3’s voice comes through.   
 
    Their relationship is so strange to me.  She talked about loyalty and allegiance to Valen, their friendship.  But they’re always so curt and cold with their communication. 
 
    They end the com.   
 
    “Ready for take off,” Valen says, pressing in the commands. 
 
    With a nod, I wrap my hands around the helm.  With that familiar heat, it glows brilliant, and we lift off the ground, and moments later, we rip into the sky. 
 
    I marvel, as we punch through space, that we have this ship.  It’s changed everything.  We’re able to travel such great distances in a matter of minutes, when it should take us lunars. 
 
    We probably never would have found Ellion without it.  Valen never would have been able to prove his allegiance without it. 
 
    We would never be able to surprise Isroth without it. 
 
    We’d never catch up to The Dominion without it. 
 
    “Approaching Isroth,” Valen states just eighty seconds later. 
 
    There’s that sucking, pop sound, and we instantly slow.  I grip the helm tightly to keep myself from being thrown to the ground. 
 
    And there it is, big and red-black. 
 
    I hate that planet.  I hate everything it stands for.  I hate everything that happened on it. 
 
    I hear a buzzing sound as Bardek’s cameras take off into space to record every moment of this. 
 
    “How long until you’re in the air?” Valen coms into 12-3. 
 
    “We’re just about to take off,” she immediately replies.  “I had told them to be ready to go at a moment’s notice.  Give us two minutes.” 
 
    She cuts out. 
 
    “Valen,” I say as I look out at the view before us. 
 
    A ship already in orbit is spinning around and I see its firearms heat. 
 
    Neither of us wait a moment.  Valen banks the ship and I take over the firepower.  I hear the concussion as their shots hit our shield.  With a wretched scream, I swerve the cannon around, trying to lock in on the ship. 
 
    I make the weapons. 
 
    I don’t fire the weapons. 
 
    I blast out seven shots before I finally make contact.  They explode into a fiery ball. 
 
    “Well, they all know we’re here now,” I huff as Valen skirts around again as another three ships head our way, firing instantly.  I fire off shot after shot, missing eighty percent of the time. 
 
    Apparently I’m not very good at this, in addition to being a bad pilot. 
 
    All I’m good for is controlling the Neron. 
 
    No wonder Lazarus said I’m useless up in the sky. 
 
    I give a yell of excitement as I make contact and blow up another ship. 
 
    Thanks to Valen’s excellent defensive flying skills, we don’t take even a single shot. 
 
    “That’s 12-3 coming up on our right,” he says loudly over all the noise and alarms going off.  “Don’t fire on them by accident.” 
 
    I laugh at myself, firing another volley of shots at the ship coming at us. 
 
    It explodes with brilliant flames. 
 
    “Getting into position,” Valen says, breathing hard in the moment of reprieve.  I dash to the temporary controls we installed. 
 
    “Commander 12-3, are you clear?” Valen asks over the com. 
 
    “We’re a safe distance, ready to follow your stream,” she responds in her cool, even tone. 
 
    “Here goes,” Valen says, looking over at me.  A control beeps that we’ve settled into the ideal position. 
 
    My heart stills as I look into Valen’s eyes, my finger hovering over the control. 
 
    After everything, we’re changing centuries of oppression. 
 
    Here, with one press of a button. 
 
    A wicked smile crosses Valen’s face, and I can just imagine the sweet justice this feels like. 
 
    So when he nods his head, I press it. 
 
    The entire ship and all the surrounding space are enveloped in blinding, white light.  My ears ring.  I feel my entire body vibrating, from my toenails to my teeth. 
 
    But I don’t look away from Isroth. 
 
    A stream of white light spears to the planet, immediately followed by a torrent of Neron, raging and ripping down that line. 
 
    For a full second, I feel like I failed.  Nothing happens. 
 
    And then white cracks break out across the surface of the planet.  Great chunks break open in the earth.  The sound ripples throughout space. 
 
    Piece by piece, I see Isroth breaking apart. 
 
    Buildings explode as they break apart.  Others fall into the planet, falling down the old mining holes.   
 
    The white light cracking along the surface of the planet grows brighter and bigger, rapidly consuming the surface of Isroth. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Valen says, and I detect a hint of fear in his voice. 
 
    As I see the planet begin to dissolve, I know we need to move. 
 
    We swing the ship around, pointed out and away.  But as we swing, it brings Gara Lune into view. 
 
    In horror, we watch as it gets sucked toward Isroth, pulled by the rapidly deteriorating gravity of the planet.  Down and down it is pulled. 
 
    As soon as it hits what remains of the planet, everything is going to explode. 
 
    “Get in position, 12-3,” Valen says loudly as he punches in the commands.  I dart back to the helm.  “Taking off in five, four, three,” I feel a ship lock in behind us.  “Two, one.” 
 
    The Neron in my hands heats sonically hot, and two breaths later, we jump into the sky, just as I hear everything behind us explode, and Isroth meets its end. 
 
    We jump to the middle of the M Sector.  Our reports last said The Dominion had just crossed into the L Sector.  To be safe, we’re stopping here, to quickly assess that everything is going according to plan. 
 
    “Brilliant,” Bardek says, looking down at the footage from the camera he left behind.  He crosses the space to show Valen and I on his holotab. 
 
    There’s no evidence that this was a planet just ten minutes ago.  Large chunks of debris float in space, white and fiery.  There are chunks of metal and concrete flying everywhere. 
 
    “I can’t believe it worked,” I breathe, shaking my head.   
 
    “You’re the best engineer in the galaxy,” Valen says as he glances up to meet my eyes.  “Of course it worked.” 
 
    I shake my head again, still in awe. 
 
    There’s a beeping sound and a mechanical voice comes over the speakers, sounding the request to dock.  Valen approves it, and sixty seconds later, the port opens, and in walks Commander 12-3 and seventeen Dominion soldiers. 
 
    I want to interrogate every single one of them, to dig my fingers into their temples and drag the truth straight out of their minds.  I want to be sure they aren’t going to betray us. 
 
    My skin is crawling just seeing them standing there in their Dominion uniforms. 
 
    But Valen doesn’t question Commander 12-3 on their loyalty.  He doesn’t interrogate any of them. 
 
    He trusts her judgment implicitly.   
 
    “There are a few clothing supplies back in the sleeping quarters,” Valen says, addressing them.  “Get changed.  Alter your uniforms.  Dominion is no more.  We can’t have you dressing like you still serve Cyrillius.” 
 
    They don’t hesitate.  All seventeen soldiers file back into the ship without a word. 
 
    Such obedient little soldiers. 
 
    “Cyrillius would have killed even you to get his hands on a weapon like that,” 12-3 muses to Valen before she glances over at me.  “If he’d known you were capable of building something like that, I think he would have had his Kinduri invest a little more time into you.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it’s actually gone,” I say, ignoring the comment that creeps me out.  Bardek throws the footage up on the big screen, and we all watch as Isroth’s pieces continue to break apart.  They crash into each other, breaking apart one bit at a time. 
 
    “Is The Dominion still in the L Sector?” Valen asks.  He’s all business once he starts.  He’s laser focused until the job is finished. 
 
    “I got confirmation just twenty minutes before we left the planet,” 12-3 says. 
 
    As I watch Isroth break into pieces, my chest swells. 
 
    We really are going to win this thing. 
 
    “I want Cyrillius to see this,” I say.  I turn, looking back at the others.  “I want him to see all the terrible things he’s done for decades get blown to bits.  I want him to see this wreckage.  I want him to watch as we destroy The Dominion.” 
 
    “Do we have a way to do that?” Valen asks, looking from Bardek to 12-3. 
 
    “You wiped out our communications system,” 12-3 says, and for the first time ever, I see a hint of a smile growing on her face.  “But we can link directly ship to ship.  He doesn’t know I’ve defected.  We can send that footage right to him.” 
 
    “Do it,” I say, feeling wickedly gleeful.   
 
    As Valen and I go to the helm, Commander 12-3 coms Cyrillius.  
 
    “Sir, I wanted to give you an update about what’s happening on Isroth,” she speaks up as soon as it connects. 
 
    “Make it quick,” he snaps. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s best if I show you,” she says, nodding to Bardek and his tech crew.  “You should be receiving a signal with a live feed.” 
 
    There’s a moment of silence, and my heart starts racing. 
 
    And then a swear rips through the com system. 
 
    “Explain what the void I’m looking at, Commander 12-3,” his voice seethes throughout the ship. 
 
    “That is what used to be Isroth,” she says as if it’s just another fact.  “And I suppose it’s also bits of Gara Lune, since it just crashed into the remnants of the planet.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Cyrillius demands. 
 
    “The engineer you tried to employ?” 12-3 says.  “She built the most brilliant piece of technology I’ve yet seen, strong enough to destroy an entire planet.  I could have her tell you about it, but she’s currently occupied.” 
 
    The cameras turn to me, but just then, the Neron helm glows brilliant, and Valen gives the command.  We launch forward into space, but it literally only takes twelve seconds before we slide to a halt once more. 
 
    “What the void, 12-3?” Cyrillius screeches.  “That’s my ship.  Why…how do you know this?  How were you not on Isroth?” 
 
    Commander 12-3 turns, looking back at the camera.  “Because I’ve been helping Valen destroy you for the past four lunars.  And I think we will all enjoy hearing your reaction to what you’re about to witness next.” 
 
    I know that Bardek is not only broadcasting this to Cyrillius, but the entire galaxy. 
 
    Something surges in me.  Something like triumph.  Something like hope. 
 
    Bardek turns the camera to the view port and releases a new camera out into space so that it can capture everything that is about to happen. 
 
    Looming out in front of us, massive and monumental, is The Dominion. 
 
    I’ve only seen it once, the day my entire life changed forever, when it appeared in the sky above Korpillion.  I haven’t forgotten the panic it initiated. 
 
    I thought it was the end. 
 
    It was the end, for my previous life.  But it unlocked so much.  Put so much into motion. 
 
    If Dominion hadn’t come to Korpillion when it did, I can only imagine what my life would be like right now. 
 
    “No,” Cyrillius’ voice comes through as a breath.  “12-3-” 
 
    “Powering the weapon,” I say, making sure my voice comes out clear and strong.  I press commands, building up the mass amount of power my weapon is capable of deploying. 
 
    “Moving into position,” Valen says.  Gently, our ship slides into the right place, pointed directly at the center of the underbelly of The Dominion. 
 
    “You’ve lost, Cyrillius,” I say, looking directly back at the camera.  “The centuries of tyranny have come to an end.” 
 
    “You have no idea what the galaxy will look like just lunars from now,” he seethes back.  “The planets will destroy one another as they fight over control.” 
 
    I shake my head.  “We have to believe in the good of the worlds,” I say.  “We have to give people the chance to prove themselves.  When we think together, we accomplish everything.” 
 
    “It won’t be like-” 
 
    “Firing,” I say, cutting him off. 
 
    I press the button. 
 
    That stream of light rockets at the center of The Dominion. 
 
    Its destruction is so much quicker. 
 
    White crack lines instantly shoot out throughout the ship.  They glow, brighter and brighter, increasing to the brightness of a sun. 
 
    And then it breaks apart. 
 
    Pieces of it evenly break outward, imploding all at once. 
 
    Debris shoots out into the darkness of space, and it will continue sailing out and away until something acts upon the pieces to change their course. 
 
    It’s silent for a solid three minutes as we all watch in awe as the massive, Class 1 ship is destroyed. 
 
    As Cyrillius’ last chance is obliterated. 
 
    “Give up, Cyrillius,” I say, though I don’t look away from the fire show before me.  “Go live out the rest of your life on some distant planet.  It’s time for a new age.” 
 
    I only hear him taking deep, slow breaths for a long few minutes.  And then he speaks.  “My entire life, and before my life even began, this has always been about power and control.”  Goosebumps rise on my arms as his voice drops deeper, darker.  “But you’ve now changed the game, Nova.  Now it is about revenge.”  
 
    “Then we will meet again soon, Cyrillius,” I promise him.  “And we will end this.” 
 
    There’s a second of silence, and then he ends the com. 
 
    We all watch in awed silence for a few minutes more. 
 
    I still can’t believe it. 
 
    We did it.   
 
    We ended Dominion. 
 
    We took out Isroth.  We blew up their ship.  We’ve dismantled the entire company.  Their president is on the run. 
 
    I’m just a girl from Korpillion who built illegal weapons. 
 
    I’m just a girl who found out her father wasn’t her father.  I’m just a girl who discovered she has incredible powers. 
 
    I’m a woman who found her mate, despite everything in the universe conspiring against them. 
 
    I’m a woman the entire galaxy is watching and trusting right now. 
 
    I’m nothing. 
 
    But at times, nothing rises.  Nothing has no choice but to do what must be done. 
 
    And nothing becomes the spark that changes everything. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” I say, looking back at Valen.  “We need to make plans, because we have somewhere else to be.” 
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    This isn’t just war, it’s a game of politics and publicity. 
 
    As soon as we get back to Kaelea, Valen and I have to get in front of the cameras once more. 
 
    We give a big speech.  We declare that the war is over.  We state that Dominion is finished.  We tell the galaxy the last thing we have to do is hunt down Cyrillius and make sure he can’t try to rally the remnants of troops scattered throughout the galaxy. 
 
    And that’s exactly what’s happening.  The last of Dominion’s soldiers don’t know what to do.  They’re surrendering to local governments as the planets realize they’re free.  The fleets of ships stationed throughout the galaxy have no idea what to do. 
 
    They defect by the thousands. 
 
    It was just a job to most people. 
 
    Now that their boss is on the run, now that they’re going to spiral into financial ruin, why would they stay? 
 
    But I know they won’t all leave.  Some of them like the power.  Some of them are truly loyal to Cyrillius.  I know some of them will run to his aide. 
 
    When we’ve said all we have to say in front of the cameras, the war council takes over.  Lazarus is the leader, the most well-spoken, the one with the most experience, so he leads the report on what is to come next. 
 
    I haven’t bothered to be a part of this next step.  I don’t know all the details.  I’m not a politician.  I’m not a leader. 
 
    But he speaks about balance.  About fair regulation.  He talks about a massive board, comprised of representatives from every inhabitable planet around the galaxy. 
 
    There’s to be a great council in one lunar’s time on a moon in the M Sector.  It’s uninhabited, so it’s not anyone’s territory.  It’s the most central location in the galaxy. 
 
    I don’t know if it’s going to work. 
 
    But we have to try. 
 
    Hope.  It’s what this is all about, and as I watch the broadcast come to a close, I think that’s exactly what we managed to get across here today. 
 
    We sign out, and I look out over those gathered in the dim light. 
 
    Everyone is here.  I can’t believe that, but they are.  Everyone I’ve ever cared about is here on this planet in the K Sector. 
 
    My father and Zayne, who holds Nymiah’s hand, who stands with Ellion between her and Kyril, and Reena stands close to him.  I see Commander 12-3 standing toward the back of the crowd with her soldiers.  Unsurprisingly I guess, Edan hovers near her. 
 
    And there are hundreds of soldiers here.  Some are just regular people.  Some just knew they wanted to do something and came. 
 
    Some are leaders.  Some soldiers. 
 
    They’re all brave. 
 
    The sun drops lower and lower and the shadows grow darker and longer. 
 
    I place my hand over my heart.  They’re watching me.  They’re all wondering, what now?  Now that the war is over? 
 
    I don’t have the answers.  What now is for everyone here to figure out. 
 
    It’s a fresh start for them. 
 
    It’s not going to be easy. 
 
    But at least now they have the opportunity to decide for themselves. 
 
    I press a kiss to my fingertips and then extend my hand out to them, just two fingers extended, the rest curled into my fist. 
 
    Their eyes watch my glowing hand, take in the shimmering veins that trace down my forearm, stretching up my bicep. 
 
    But I watch as they mirror my movement, placing their hands over their hearts, then kissing their fingertips, and extending them back to me. 
 
    I smile, my heart swelling. 
 
    Then I take Valen’s hand, and together, we walk back to the house. 
 
    This is our life now.  I could never do this on my own, be this leader the galaxy wants me to be, without Valen by my side. 
 
    I’m exceptionally aware of all of his skin that is touching my skin.  I can hardly focus on anything besides the pressure of his hand on mine.  I can feel the heat coming off his body, warming my own. 
 
    After so much war and so much plotting and so much worry, I just want to be present in one moment.  I just want to be in my own body.  I just want to feel Valen’s. 
 
    I meet his eyes just before I twist the knob and push the door to the house open. 
 
    He knows what’s coming. 
 
    We step through, and neither one of us hesitates one moment. 
 
    Valen twists me, pushing me back against a wall, his hands coming to my hips and then sliding down my backside.  My hands come to the hem of his tunic and I pull it up and over his head, revealing all those scars and all that glorious skin of his. 
 
    My brain is looking for words to say, to express all the things I’m feeling right now.  But I’m too tired, too desperate, and in too much of a hurry for them. 
 
    I lace my fingers into Valen’s black hair and pull his lips to mine. 
 
    He twists us, pulling my legs up and around his waist.  He staggers across the house, barely able to stand upright as I consume him with desire, and he crashes into another wall.  My spine barks in pain for a moment as I’m pressed hard into it, but I moan in pleasure when Valen grinds his hips deeper into mine. 
 
    Someday, I say to Valen in my head, we’re going to have endless days like this.  We’re going to have the time to do this whenever we want. 
 
    Every single morning, and every single night, Valen thinks back to me. 
 
    As long as the children are asleep, the thought leaks through, which kills the moment for a fraction of a second. 
 
    Valen just laughs internally, giving a nod of agreement, and for just a moment, I’m so eternally grateful that we’re on the same page with this.  That we will have a family, that we both want it equally.  When the time comes. 
 
    But that time is not now, and I push aside those thoughts so I can fully enjoy every second of this moment. 
 
    Valen cups his hand around my cheek, guiding my lips with his, letting his long fingers slide back into my hair.  I trace my hands up his chest, appreciating the definition there.  I rise up over his muscled shoulders, slipping over his back. 
 
    He’s covered in endless scars, evidence of the void he’s lived through his entire life. 
 
    But that part’s over.  Through the struggle and hardship in the solars to come, I vow that I will always protect him from any physical blows that could leave scars. 
 
    He’s mine now. 
 
    Mine to protect. 
 
    Mine to fight beside. 
 
    Mine to hold. 
 
    And mine to grow old with. 
 
    “I love you,” I breathe the words.  I feel as if I don’t get enough chances to say it.  Because I know I’m the only person who has ever said those words to him.  I want to make up for lost time. 
 
    “I love you, Nova,” he says, brushing his lips down the side of my neck.  “I am yours forever.” 
 
    My eyes slide closed.  I’m so blissfully happy.  So filled to the brim with a sense of completeness.  I could end everything tonight and know I’ve accomplished far more than any other person got the privilege of. 
 
    But we’re Nero. 
 
    Nero heal quickly, which makes them age incredibly slowly. 
 
    We’re going to have a very, very long time together. 
 
    Valen pulls us away from the wall, and never once breaking our kiss, he walks us toward our bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the middle of the night, I lie on my stomach, looking at Valen.  He stares back at me, his arm slung around my waist. 
 
    “I’ve had new visions,” I say.  “Or maybe they’re memories.  But, I know they’re real.” 
 
    “About what?” Valen asks.  His voice is so rough and so deep, it rattles through the dark like that’s exactly where it belongs. 
 
    “The Frozen Kingdom.”  I say the words quiet, almost in fear and reverence.  “I’ve been seeing all this white, frozen light, and it wasn’t until Cyrillius told me that he tried to take me that I realized what it was I was seeing.  I’ve seen these people there, frozen.  Helpless.  They’ve been calling to me, asking me to help them.” 
 
    Valen rolls over onto his back, staring up at the ceiling.  “You think they’re all still alive?” 
 
    I roll over as well, looking up at the ceiling, but I’m recalling an image my father once showed me of Glorra Quin Lune.  The planet completely engulfed in Neron.  It looked like an explosion.  Almost like Isroth did, with those white, brilliant cracks in the surface, but it covered every part of the planet. 
 
    It seems impossible that anyone could survive that. 
 
    But it is a planet full of Nero. 
 
    “I do,” I say, but even as I say the words, I know they’re to convince myself. 
 
    I look over at Valen and he looks at me at the same time.  “Cyrillius is headed there.  I don’t know what he expects to accomplish.  Hopefully he just vaporizes himself if he gets too close.  But I have to go back.  I have to figure out my past.  And how to help those people.” 
 
    My stomach knots, but the words keep echoing through my head. 
 
    “My people.” 
 
    Valen takes my hand and presses the back of my knuckles to his lips.  “Then we will go.” 
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    I write a letter for those we will leave behind.  I simply explain that mine and Valen’s part in this war is over.  I tell them there are other things that I have to deal with. 
 
    I express my faith in all of them, but tell them this will not be the last they see of Valen and I. 
 
    “I’m going with you,” my father says when we go to tell those closest to me what is going on.  I won’t disappear on them without a word again. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask, looking at him questioningly.  “This could be dangerous, and I don’t want you to feel like you aren’t good enough for me.” 
 
    My father places his hands on my shoulders and looks me square in the eyes.  “That planet is what brought us together.  You and I, we’ve been through everything together.  There isn’t anything in this galaxy that will tear us apart.  This is just a part of our story, Nova.” 
 
    I smile at him, filled with awe that such a good person found me out there in space. 
 
    “When do we leave?” Edan says as he pushes himself off the wall. 
 
    “You want to come?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Things are about to get real political, and therefore boring, around here.  A planet frozen in Neron?  Filled with a bunch of Nero?  That sounds more my speed.” 
 
    “And what about your ladies?” I ask him, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    A smirk crosses his face and he gives a shrug.  “12-3 is playing hard to get.  I figure two can play that game.  Absence makes the heart grow fonder, right?  And I haven’t made my choice yet.  I think it’s only fair that I root things out with Ms. Black, as well.” 
 
    I smile, shaking my head at him.  I pull him into a hug, even though he doesn’t hug me back.  I feel his smile, nonetheless. 
 
    “I promise we’ll be back,” I say, turning to Zayne, Nymiah, Reena, and Kyril.  “This won’t be forever.” 
 
    As expected, it’s obvious that Zayne hates every bit of this.  But he can’t argue.  He knows this is what must be done.  So he just hugs me and bites his tongue. 
 
    “Who would have guessed someone who couldn’t even drag themselves out of bed in the morning to make it on time to an illegal weapons sale meeting would become such an important person?” Reena asks in that elegant voice of hers.  She suppresses a smile before she actually hugs me, which is a first. 
 
    I just smile and shake my head.  I say goodbye to Kyril and Nymiah, and they promise to take care of Ellion. 
 
    And then it’s time. 
 
    Our goodbyes are said. 
 
    In the dim light of dawn, we step out into the rain and the four of us head for Deliverance.  We walk up the hatch, and silent and smooth, it closes behind us. 
 
    “I don’t know what kind of ship Cyrillius is on,” I say, slipping into work mode as soon as we’re enclosed, because it’s easier than dwelling on how sick it makes me to leave a part of my family behind, over and over.  “Assuming he’s in a regular Class 5 ship, it’ll take him roughly three and a half lunars to get to the Z Sector where Glorra Quin Lune is.  So we’re going to have a lot of time to get there, assess the situation, then cut him off.” 
 
    “That’s if he doesn’t wrangle up every last ship he has scattered throughout the galaxy and come at the planet with everything he’s got,” Edan points out as he settles into a seat. 
 
    “There is that,” I say.  “That’s where we’re going to have to rely on Arden to keep collecting information for us.  Dominion is dead, but Cyrillius is smart.” 
 
    “If he has any options, he’ll use them,” Valen agrees as he enters commands into the control panel. 
 
    “Then we have to think two steps ahead of him,” my father pipes up.  He straps in beside Edan.  He looks so confident, so ready. 
 
    I remember how much he used to worry, how tight he once was. 
 
    I can’t imagine what the stress of wondering what I might one day do when my Nero abilities decided to manifest again did to him. 
 
    But now he’s at my side, ready to do what’s necessary.  I remind myself that he was once a member of the Orhemian Imperial Army. 
 
    He has known war before. 
 
    I take a deep breath as a look out the viewport, at the rainy landscape of Kaelea. 
 
    I don’t know if this is going to be home one day.  We’ve changed our future by so many degrees, I have no idea what to expect anymore. 
 
    Maybe we’ll never even come back here and it will be the base of revolution from here on out. 
 
    And that’s okay, too. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” Valen asks. 
 
    We all echo that we are.  Valen enters the command and the helm warms in my hands as we lift off the ground and begin rising out of the atmosphere.  Higher and higher, the surface of the planet begins to disappear. 
 
    When we’re clear, Valen punches in the command with the coordinates and the helm grows white hot. 
 
    Torin and Edan yell out in fear and shock as we rip forward with impossible speed.  Through space we punch hole after hole, ripping through Sectors in seconds. 
 
    I feel as if my skin is going to fall off, left behind as my skeleton rockets forward.  My heart thunders, but not fast enough to keep up. 
 
    The Neron in my hands grows hotter and hotter, consuming every thought in my brain. 
 
    Fifteen Sectors.  We’re jumping fifteen Sectors right now. 
 
    That should take nearly a solar to travel through. 
 
    But after only thirty minutes of intense, wickedly fast travel, I hear that familiar pop and the ship slides into the Z Sector. 
 
    And slowly, we come to a halt. 
 
    With the ship stopped, Valen and I dare leave our posts.  Torin and Edan unbuckle, their faces in absolute awe. 
 
    Together, we all walk to the view port and gaze out. 
 
    There it is.  Glorra Quin Lune.  It’s big and beautiful.  Blue and white light are streaking out everywhere across every surface of the planet, engulfing it entirely.  It’s brilliant, nearly blinding. 
 
    And circling the planet, are its five moons.  They, too, are caught in the blast of Neron, their surfaces hidden from view.  Massive arcs stretch from Glorra to each of the moons. 
 
    It’s mesmerizing.  It’s intimidating.  Terrifying.  Amazing. 
 
    “It’s incredible,” Edan breathes, some of the most sincere words I’ve ever heard him speak. 
 
    “In twenty solars, it hasn’t changed at all,” my father says, and I think that’s grief in his voice. 
 
    Quietly, we stand side by side, observing the impossible planet. 
 
    Fear creeps into my stomach.  Uncertainty clouds my thoughts. 
 
    I’m from this planet.  This was once my home. 
 
    I had a family down there.  A father, a mother.  Maybe even siblings. 
 
    And for twenty solars, they’ve been trapped there.  And I’ve hardly given them two thoughts until recently. 
 
    Valen’s hand slips into mine, and a thought slips down our bond. 
 
    You’re here now.  You’ve spent the twenty solars becoming the Nero they need to save them. 
 
    His words comfort me.  I believe him, because it’s easier than letting guilt tear me apart. 
 
    I’m here now.  I just ended Dominion.  I just blew up an entire planet and destroyed the biggest ship ever to exist. 
 
    Surely I can figure this out. 
 
    “Any ideas how the void we get down there?” I ask. 
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