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    Every single one of us holds our breath as our ship drifts closer and closer to the glowing planet. 
 
    Glorra Quin Lune lies before us, a brilliant, terrifying nightmare miracle.  Its entire surface is engulfed in Neron, glowing vivid blue and white.  Arcs of power jut from the surface of the planet to every one of its five moons, ensnaring them as well. 
 
    The amount of power trapped around that planet could obliterate this entire solar system if it blew. 
 
    Slowly, slowly, Deliverance drifts toward the planet. 
 
    My palms sweat as I look at the holoscreen and check the readings. 
 
    They’re high, but we aren’t in the danger zone yet. 
 
    “This is far closer than I was ever able to get,” my father says in a low voice as he, too, looks at the readings.  “Back then, I couldn’t get closer than a league before my ship started shutting down.” 
 
    I nod, though I’m barely hearing him.  My heart is thundering in my ears. 
 
    I never plan things well enough.  I barrel in without thinking.  I could have thought about this for two minutes before I dragged us all across the galaxy to a planet that is too dangerous, swarmed by too much power, to even approach. 
 
    But here we are. 
 
    “This is Valen Nero aboard the vessel Deliverance,” he says into his com.  “If anyone is out there, if anyone can hear me, please respond.” 
 
    We all hold our breath as we listen, pausing for an entire two minutes.   
 
    No response comes through. 
 
    They’re dead, they’re dead, my brain screams at me.  No one could survive that blast of power. 
 
    They called to you for help, my heart counters.  You heard them.  You saw yourself here in the future.  There has to be a way this is possible. 
 
    Information flies across the holoscreen as our systems try to get a reading on the impossible system before us. 
 
    “What about that moon?” my father asks as he stares at the information with furrowed brows.  He points at the smallest one.  “Its reading as the least amount of Neron.  What if we just try to get to one of the moons for now?” 
 
    The readings are going insane, trying to measure something that’s beyond any scale we ever conceived of. 
 
    We can’t get a dependable reading on the planet itself, but each of the moons are somewhat stable. 
 
    The fifth, smallest moon has the lowest reading and shows as the most stable. 
 
    “It could be possible for Deliverance to make it to the surface there,” Valen says, looking over at me with his Neron eyes.  “With the two of us stabilizing, if Torin or Edan helps pilot the ship, we could possibly make it to the surface of that smallest moon.” 
 
    This is a risk, no matter our slagging numbers.  We’re…I’m…taking their lives into my hands.  
 
    We could die trying to do this. 
 
    These are the most important people in my whole world. 
 
    I don’t want to be the reason they die. 
 
    But what other choice do we have right now? 
 
    Even though my palms sweat, because the danger is so real, I nod my head.  I look over to Valen.  “Let’s head for that small moon.” 
 
    He nods in agreement, and I wrap my hands tightly around the helm as he directs us toward the smallest moon.   
 
    The first alarm starts sounding when we get within half a league of it.  Edan continues monitoring the readings, and Torin steps to the controls, having past experience as a pilot…twenty solars ago—and Valen moves to the front of the ship. 
 
    I feel the Neron as we descend closer and closer.  I feel its power.  It’s like a song and a whisper.  It says my name but it doesn’t sound the same.  I swear it feels like a warm embrace instead of a searing blast of power. 
 
    “How are we looking?” Valen asks as he stands square in the viewport. 
 
    “Amazingly stable,” Edan reports, a trace of mischievous awe in his voice. 
 
    Bigger and bigger the moon grows. 
 
    Every hair on my arms stands on end.  I feel a prickle of excitement and fear stand along the back of my neck.  I feel something in my blood wake up.  It starts in my fingers and toes, zinging as it laces its way through my veins.  It climbs farther, faster, searching and racing toward the core—my heart. 
 
    Faintly, I hear my father swear.  Edan breathes harder. 
 
    Everyone feels amazing when they hold Neron.  It can be addictive. 
 
    We’re already breathing it in.  I can feel it finding its way into the ship, flooding it with mass amounts.   
 
    While they might feel panicked as their bodies are filled with what they have no power to control, it’s currently healing every little thing that might be bruised or broken in their bodies.  For right now, they aren’t even aging. 
 
    Neron is incredible. 
 
    And for a moment, I have to marvel over the fact that I am able to wield it.  That something so powerful and so incredible listens to my will. 
 
    For half a second, I understand why the Bahiri revere the Nero so much. 
 
    For half a second, I feel god-like. 
 
    But as I take in the moon before me, engulfed in such a massive amount of Neron, I am reminded that I am tiny. 
 
    I am nothing. 
 
    This could kill me, just as it could kill my father or Edan. 
 
    I’m no one.  I am nothing. 
 
    “Quarter of a league,” Edan says, his tone louder, a little more nervous.  “Systems are heating, but still stable.  Holy slag…we really might be able to land on that moon.” 
 
    “You were doubtful?” I ask, turning wild, panicking eyes his direction. 
 
    He just shrugs, his eyes filled with wild uncertainty. 
 
    “We’re fine,” my father says, firm and definitive.  “If the systems say we’re fine, we’re fine.” 
 
    But just then, an alarm sounds, and the view outside grows brilliant and white.  I’m completely blinded. 
 
    Our pace toward the surface of the moon picks up. 
 
    “Their gravity is pulling us in,” Edan says with that new, unfamiliar panicky tone to his voice. 
 
    I feel the surge of Neron double and then triple. 
 
    The helm in my hands surges hot and wild.  I feel it as Deliverance is engulfed in Neron. 
 
    Valen stands at the viewport with his hands extended, his fingers curled and his knuckles white.  I see the Neron outside pushing away, bending to his will.  A tunnel opens up before us, growing longer and broader.  Valen clears the way, tunneling a path for us straight to the surface of the moon. 
 
    “We’ll be to the surface in twenty seconds,” Edan says, his tone rising higher and higher.  “Entering the atmosphere in…now!” 
 
    There’s a sucking pop sound, and we fall even faster toward the surface of the moon.  I hear my father frantically entering commands. 
 
    The ship shakes violently and the sound grows deafening, as if we’ve been caught in a massive windstorm. 
 
    “Valen!” I yell out.  The Neron around us shatters as he breaks through it with his tunnel. 
 
    He grits out a deep growl and the Neron beneath his veins surges brilliant and blue. 
 
    I swear there is nothing left of my hands.  The skin is burned to ash.  They’re just bones, being scorched to nothingness as the helm grows hotter and hotter and hotter. 
 
    “Landing in five…four…” Edan counts down, sounding absolutely terrified. 
 
    Frantically, Valen shatters the frozen Neron. 
 
    Desperately my father wrestles to get control over the ship. 
 
    “Three…two!” 
 
    I squeeze my eyes closed. 
 
    Mentally, I push out to all the Neron surrounding us. 
 
    I find the surface of that moon. 
 
    I scream as I scramble to find balance. 
 
    “One!” 
 
    There’s a deafening moment of silence as everything around us stabilizes. 
 
    And then the slight groan of the ship’s landing gear as we drop our weight onto it. 
 
    And then there are the sounds of decompression as we settle onto the surface of this foreign moon. 
 
    The core of the ship cools, and all the heat in my hands disappears. 
 
    I whip around, looking for my dad and Edan.  “Everyone okay?” 
 
    Edan looks ahead, his eyes frozen, his expression stuck in shock.  But he nods his head just a little. 
 
    “We…we did it,” my father says in little more than a whisper.  “We…we landed on part of the Frozen Kingdom.” 
 
    I allow myself just a little bit of a smile. 
 
    For a second, I take that in. 
 
    I’d never even heard of the Frozen Kingdom until about a solar ago, but the legend of it, the mythology of what it is, exceeds even Valen’s own mythos. 
 
    We’re here. 
 
    I look to Valen, and I feel the door between our minds open.  What about here?  He prods into my mind.  Does this feel like home? 
 
    I don’t know, I say, shaking my head, even though no one else heard Valen’s unspoken question.  I…there’s something about the Neron here.  It’s different.  Like it knows my name. 
 
    Maybe it does, Valen answers me. 
 
    I don’t understand what that means.  There’s so much about this galaxy that I doubt I’ll ever understand.  It isn’t my right to. 
 
    “I can’t get any kind of reading,” Edan says.  He doesn’t know that he’s interrupting a telepathic conversation.  “I have no idea what’s going to happen when we open that hatch.” 
 
    We might all just instantly die. 
 
    “I need to get out there,” I speak before I think.  I go to stand next to Valen at the viewport.  I see scorched earth around us, because Deliverance is so powerful.  Beyond that, all I see is white, frozen Neron. 
 
    “Valen, I want you to create a shield,” I say, looking at the hatch.  “Keep yourself and dad and Edan protected.  I’ll lower the hatch and go outside.  If anything goes wrong, at least you can close it and get off this moon.” 
 
    “Nova, that’s-” my father begins to protest. 
 
    “Trust her, Torin,” Valen says, cutting him off.  “She knows what to do.” 
 
    I meet Valen’s eyes, grateful for his faith in me.  I wish he could sometimes have that same amount of faith in himself.  
 
    I walk toward the hatch, telling myself to keep moving forward without fear, but still, when I’m in place with my hand hesitating over the control, I look back.  
 
    Valen stands in between my father and Edan, and I make out the shimmering, blue bubble that surrounds them all. 
 
    I summon Neron, the easiest I ever have, creating a shield around myself. 
 
    With one nod to my family, I press the control, and the hatch begins to open. 
 
    The already blinding light grows increasingly intense as the doors open, letting more and more inside.  I raise a hand to shield my eyes, but it doesn’t do a bit of good. 
 
    One step at a time, I head down the ramp.  I take a cautious breath in, and find that there is oxygen.  It tastes charged.  It tastes like power and magic.  I feel Neron rush in my blood, and I feel absolutely electric.  Like I could fly.  Like power will crackle from my fingertips at the slightest thought. 
 
    I feel…I don’t even know how to describe it. 
 
    I feel like a goddess, returned to the source of her power. 
 
    I’m hardly even breathing as I walk down the ramp.  My footsteps barely even feel as if they’re touching solid surface. 
 
    Nothing.  I see nothing but frozen, white Neron. 
 
    This feels familiar. 
 
    This feels like my vision.   
 
    And I know it.  This is what my future was trying to show me. 
 
    For the first time, I purposefully tried to fulfill what the future gave me. 
 
    With a shallow, shaking breath, I take a step forward. 
 
    It’s like the world explodes and disappears at the same time. 
 
    The second my foot sets down on the surface of the moon, every bit of Neron releases like a breath, and suddenly disappears. 
 
    Instantly, I can see everything surrounding me. 
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    It’s beautiful.  
 
    Green trees surround me, not as tall and towering as the planet Valen and I crash-landed on, but still tall and lush.  The ground outside our burn circle is covered in grass, just as green. 
 
    To our left, I find a road, and my eyes follow it, to where I find a city.  Small, but vertical. 
 
    Footsteps running down the ramp pull my eyes back for just a moment.  All three men I journeyed with come to stand at my side.  Valen’s Neron shield is gone. 
 
    “How…” my father muses, shaking his head.  “That amount of Neron, and it all just…listened to you.” 
 
    I feel a hand slip into mine and I give Valen’s a squeeze.  In my mind, I hear that familiar confidence.  He understands.  He knows.  More than I can grasp.  
 
    He knows why the Neron listened to me. 
 
    Because I came from here. 
 
    “What do you think we’ll find in that city?” Edan asks, his tone unsure. 
 
    I shake my head.  “I…I don’t know.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” my father says.  He places his hand on my shoulder, giving a supportive squeeze, and takes a step forward, aiming for the road that leads to the city. 
 
    As a group, having no idea what to expect, we step forward. 
 
    Pound, pound, pound goes my heart with every step we take.  I study everything, wracking my brain for any sense of familiarity. 
 
    It’s there, but only for the Neron I feel in everything.  I can still hear it calling to me, singing the name I cannot hear. 
 
    But this place itself is not familiar.  And how could it be when I was only around three solars old when I left? 
 
    My palms sweat as we get to the edge of the city and we begin passing homes on either side of the road.   
 
    What are we going to find?  Bodies?  I don’t know if I can handle it if we get into the city, and all we find is that no one survived the Neron blast. 
 
    I don’t see anyone outside the houses.  I don’t see signs of activity. 
 
    Until we pass the first suburban block, and in the distance, toward the center of the city, we hear voices. 
 
    “They’re alive,” Torin breathes. 
 
    My heart jumps into my throat and emotions well in my eyes. 
 
    Alive. 
 
    They’re alive. 
 
    After twenty solars of being frozen in Neron, they’re still alive. 
 
    We pick up our pace.  We pass more homes, some of them small and simple, some of them large and grand.  But they’re all unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.  Large portions of them are built out of solid Neron.  As if it were as common of a material as lumber or steel. 
 
    The view before us grows taller and taller.  The buildings stretch vertically.  Nothing like Korpillion.  But they’re stunning.  Great streaks of Neron stretch up the side of them.  Or circle the roof.  I see flecks of Neron mixed into the very glass of the windows. 
 
    Ten percent of the galaxy’s Neron is on that planet and these moons. 
 
    “Slag,” Edan whispers as he, too, takes it all in. 
 
    The voices grow louder and louder.  They sound…confused.  Scared.  Angry. 
 
    Maybe I should be scared right now.  I have no idea what to expect. 
 
    But I can’t slow down.  I can’t stop. 
 
    I have to get some answers.  See some proof.  Make this real. 
 
    We turn a corner around another block, and down the road, I get my first glimpse of the residents of one of the moons of the Nero Kingdom. 
 
    A massive crowd is gathered in what I think is a park, set right in the middle of the city.  They chatter with one another, their voices animated.  Raining through the very air is terrified confusion. 
 
    “How are we gonna break it to them that twenty slagging solars have passed?” Edan whispers when we slow in our approach to the crowd. 
 
    “It isn’t going to come from you,” my father says in a firm tone. 
 
    “You let me do the talking,” I say, glaring back at the both of them.  My father nods, Edan gives me a little snarl before sticking his tongue out at me. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    I can’t do the antics right now.  The comedic relief would be nice in the moment, but I have to keep my head in the game. 
 
    We pass between two towering buildings and break out into the center of the city. 
 
    It’s breathtaking. 
 
    There are seven buildings, tall and beautiful, built in a perfect circle around this park.  The building at the head of it all is pure white with one slender strip of solid Neron rising right up the center, pointing straight at the sky. 
 
    This park is beautiful.  Manicured grass stretches out in all directions.  There’s a great big fountain in the center of it.  Gardens are meticulously planted throughout it.  There are four bridges arching beautifully over a river that seems to run around the entirety of the park. 
 
    There are hundreds, possibly thousands of people gathered here.   
 
    Valen and Edan and my father and myself stand among the people, and I don’t know what to do.  How do I even start?  Who do I talk to? 
 
    They have no idea what’s just happened. 
 
    I don’t know how to tell them. 
 
    “Who’s in charge of this city?”  
 
    Valen grabs the arm of a nearby man, fixing him with an intense look, and asks his question with a firm, serious tone. 
 
    He sometimes forgets the effect he can have on people. 
 
    The man jerks away from Valen, glaring darkly, and walks in the opposite direction. 
 
    “A little intense, Master of Darkness,” Edan says, scanning the crowd. 
 
    I squeeze Valen’s hand, meeting his eyes, which tell me he didn’t give one second of thought to how to ask the question without completely intimidating anyone.  I let go of his hand and step forward into the crowd, searching for the right person to talk to. 
 
    I choose a slightly older man, probably close in age to my father.  He has silver hair and kind eyes.  He talks worriedly to his daughter standing at his side, close to my own age. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir?” I say, keeping my tone slightly submissive.  “Could you…could you help me?” 
 
    His eyes turn to mine, and I meet his green ones.  “Do you…do you know what just happened?” he asks. 
 
    Looking directly into his eyes, seeing the confusion there, it really hits me. 
 
    Twenty solars.  For twenty solars, these people have been frozen here.  They’ve been trapped. 
 
    I think it will be as if no time has passed, Valen once said.   
 
    I have no idea if these people all look the same as they did when the blast happened.  I don’t know if they aged while frozen.  Or if maybe they all just aged twenty solars in just a few moments before we arrived in the city. 
 
    But I know that everything they missed was huge.  They’ll never get those solars of their lives back. 
 
    “I do,” I say, nodding my head.  “Do you know who is in charge of this area?  I need to speak with them.” 
 
    A look of surprise fills his eyes, but also a hint of relief.  Answers.  All these people want are answers.   
 
    But then his eyes narrow, and I see them slip over me.  He studies my lips.  The shape of my cheeks.  My brows.  Before going back to my eyes. 
 
    “You seem familiar,” he says.  “I…I’ve seen you before.  You visited with your sister last solar, right?  You came for the Summer Solstice Celebration.” 
 
    I blink seven times, pulling back from him. 
 
    My…my face looks familiar to a random person from the crowd on this moon? 
 
    I shake my head, not knowing what to say.  “Please…” I stutter.  “I…I need to talk to whomever is in charge.” 
 
    The man looks at me once more, and as my eyes shift to his daughter, it seems she, too, thinks I look familiar. 
 
    “You should speak to Chancellor Wim,” the man finally says, much to my relief.  “He’s the leader of Tribus Lune.” 
 
    “Tribus Lune,” I say, quiet, nearly under my breath.  The name of this moon? 
 
    “He’s up there,” the man says.  He raises a hand, pointing at the white building.  There, standing on the raised stairs leading to the building, I see a man in a white uniform, looking regal and important.  Surrounded by people, he looks just as lost and baffled as everyone else. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, laying a hand on the man’s shoulder. 
 
    I feel it.  I just do.  My Neron calls out to his and I just know without a shadow of a doubt.  This man is also a Nero. 
 
    It’s incredible.  After so long believing the only Nero in the galaxy left was Valen, to just find one as a random stranger in a crowd seems impossible. 
 
    I remind myself of a fact either Edan or my father once told me: a quarter of the population here are Nero. 
 
    Looking back at my group, I nod my head toward the chancellor, and set off through the crowd. 
 
    As I bump into shoulders, I feel all of them, too.  I can pick out the Nero as easily as I can tell who has blonde hair and who has black or red.  The stories were right.  Somewhere between a quarter and a third of the population are Nero. 
 
    I’m so focused on getting to Chancellor Wim that I’m not paying attention to the conversations around me.  I’m not noticing how there’s a ripple of panic beginning to spread through the crowd.  I don’t hear them on their communication devices trying to contact loved ones, off-moon jobs, other important people. 
 
    My eyes are just fixed on the man in white. 
 
    Through the crowd, I push my way.  As people take note of me, I do hear a name slip over lips. 
 
    Amora. 
 
    Amora. 
 
    Amora. 
 
    Who is this person?   
 
    I must look a lot like her for all these people to be uttering the same name. 
 
    My heart is hammering through my chest as we approach the great set of stairs that leads up to the capital building.  My eyes rise up, and as if he knew I was coming for him, Chancellor Wim’s eyes slide over to meet mine. 
 
    He instantly freezes.  As do the people who surround him, all important, official-looking people. 
 
    “Amora?” Chancellor Wim asks with a hint of uncertainty. 
 
    With his attention, the crowd begins to fall silent.  At first just in the front, where they can best see his reaction, and hear the name he just said.  But the space grows more and more quiet. 
 
    I ascend five of the steps, to the halfway point.  “My name is Nova Ainsley, and if you are the leader here, I need to speak with you.” 
 
    Chancellor Wim blinks four times, staring at me with a remarkable intensity.  He doesn’t believe I am who I say, and not this Amora. 
 
    “Please,” I say.  I don’t have any of my normal bravado.  I’m not faking anything right now.  Over the past solar and a half, I’ve been pushed beyond the circle of my comfort zone.  I’ve felt overwhelmed and out of place. 
 
    But it’s nothing compared to how I feel on this planet full of lore so spectacular, it’s been kept a secret from most of the galaxy.  
 
    “I must speak to you.” 
 
    I think I might die in the five moments he takes to finally nod.  But he does and the others step away from him as he extends his arm back toward the capital building.  “Please, come with me.” 
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    My entire body shakes with fear and uncertainty, but I take one step forward after the other, finishing my ascent of the stairs, and then across the smooth ground, toward the building, my family in tow. 
 
    The building we enter is clean and pristine.  All the details are white and silver and a pale blue.  It’s just as beautiful as the rest of the planet. 
 
    Chancellor Wim leads us into the building, swings open a giant glass door, and inside we find a glossy, solid black table with two-dozen chairs around it.  When we’re all inside, the Chancellor places his hand on the inside of the glass door, and the entire glass wall exposing us to the interior and exterior of the building go a solid, pale gray. 
 
    “Your timing is nothing, if not suspicious.  And if you are not Amora, who the void is Nova Ainsley?” the man says as he turns around and fixes us with cool, gray eyes. 
 
    I stand at the opposite end of the table, Valen seated beside me.  Edan sits just on my other side, my father next to him.  I feel like I’m going to pop.  Like I’ve been wound too tight, and now that we’ve gotten to my short-term goal, I can’t contain everything anymore. 
 
    “I don’t even know where to begin,” I go with honesty.  “There is so much to tell and way too many holes that I don’t have answers to fill.” 
 
    Chancellor Wim rests his fingertips on the black tabletop, mirroring my position.  The look in his eyes is intense.  Penetrating. 
 
    He doesn’t come off as a cruel man.  But he is an intense man.  A man with crystal-clear thinking and an educated tongue. 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling that you are not from around here?” he asks. 
 
    “It’s because we’re not from around here,” Edan speaks up.  And I’m actually kind of grateful for his careful wording. 
 
    “Than how did you get through our security when we’ve been on lockdown for the past sixteen hours?  You should have been shot down from the skies,” Wim says. 
 
    “Your timing is not what you think it is,” Valen speaks up.  “There was no one to stop us.  There was no security.  It was dangerous approaching Glorra, but not for the reasons you believe.” 
 
    Wim looks from Valen to me, his hard-set jaw demanding explanation. 
 
    “Why did that Neron blast happen?” I ask, my eyes fixed intensely on him.  My insides are shaking.  I know the answer to my question.  To some very, very small degree.  But there are a million details missing.  A million holes I don’t know. 
 
    “Because as a satellite system, our population came together to prevent something precious of ours from being taken.” 
 
    I’m surprised when he answers me so directly. 
 
    But what reason does he have to be sly?  He is a Nero.  He doesn’t have much to fear.  
 
    “And for you, how old were you when the blast began?” Valen asks. 
 
    Wim studies Valen for a moment as if he’s asked the most stupid question possible.  “172 solars old.” 
 
    Slag.  I forget.  Nero age incredibly slowly.  To me, he looks only over forty. 
 
    “Look at your reflection,” I say, knowing how insane this must all sound.  “Do you look the same as…yesterday?” 
 
    His brows furrow, and I can practically hear the gears turning in his head as he tries to piece this strange turn of events together.  But he looks down at the tabletop, shiny and glossy enough to nearly be a mirror.  He studies his reflection for about five seconds. 
 
    “Of course I look the same,” he says as he looks back up at us all with annoyance.  “What-” 
 
    “There’s a reason why you can’t communicate with the other moons, with Glorra,” I interrupt him.  “There’s a reason why we were able to get onto this moon completely undetected.” 
 
    The man’s expression changes from annoyance, to consideration, to anticipation. 
 
    Valen stands, holotab in hand and extends it to Chancellor Wim.  On it, I see images of Glorra Quin Lune in its frozen Neron state over the past twenty solars, all with time stamps, all looking exactly the same. 
 
    “That blast didn’t just last a few seconds,” I say, my voice growing quiet.  Wim takes the holotab and starts flipping through the pictures, the expression on his face growing more and more confused by the moment.  “The blast was so powerful and intense, that it froze…everything.  All of you, I believe on every moon and the planet.  Even the Neron was completely frozen.” 
 
    The last image is actually a live feed.  We got a camera from Bardek and released it when we got within a league of here.  It shows the current state of the satellite system.  One frozen planet, four moons, still entirely engulfed in Neron. 
 
    “You’re…” Wim says, flipping through everything again.  He checks the metadata, searching for validity.  “This is a pointless hoax, something I have no time for.” 
 
    “You know there has to be a reason why you can’t communicate with any of the other moons, or Glorra,” Valen says in that deep voice of his.  “This is that reason.” 
 
    For the first time, Wim takes a look at the actual device he’s holding.  He finally notices the technology itself.  How it’s more advanced than what he’s used to. 
 
    “How long?” he asks in a whisper as he looks up at me with fearful eyes. 
 
    Emotions want to creep into my own, but I push them down.  I realize suddenly that only one person knows the answer to that question.   
 
    I look to my father. 
 
    “Nearly twenty-one solars,” he says in his hoarse, gruff voice. 
 
    It’s been nearly twenty-one solars since my father found me, floating in space, to now.   
 
    “Twen-” his voice cuts out and he blinks three times, fast.  “Twenty solars?  You’re trying to make me believe that we were all frozen in one moment for twenty solars?” 
 
    I wrap my arms around myself, feeling too overwhelmed.  I’m not big enough to break this news.  I’m not a galaxy-known hero capable of freeing the Frozen Kingdom. 
 
    “Hate to break it to you, Chancellor, but my childhood ghost stories were all about the Frozen Kingdom of Glorra Quin Lune and the once incredible power of all its Nero,” Edan pipes up.  There is a surprising amount of empathy in his voice.  “I’m only nineteen solars old, friend.  These stories have been told my entire life.” 
 
    Wim shakes his head, and I understand.  I’m asking him to believe something impossible.  I’m telling him that he survived in stasis, in a vulnerable state, for twenty solars. 
 
    I wouldn’t believe it either. 
 
    Just like how I can still hardly believe that I am from this astounding place. 
 
    “I need a ship,” he says, his voice filled with a quiver.  “This…what you’re saying…”  He shakes his head, his eyes fixing back on that image on the holotab, displaying the four frozen moons and planet.  “I need to see it myself.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to come with us,” I say.  “We have a ship, a powerful one.” 
 
    “How can I trust you?” Wim says, his eyes snapping up to me, his gaze turning dark and suspicious.  “You still haven’t told me who you are or why you are here.  Who are they?  What is your motivation in helping us?” 
 
    I swallow once.  I don’t know how to tell him.  That in some way, all of this is my fault.  Because Cyrillius came to Glorra Quin Lune, found a Nero child—me—and tried to take me. 
 
    How do I tell him this? 
 
    “My name is Nova,” I begin with some truth that I can share.  “I am a Nero.  And I saw you all here in a vision of the future.  I saw people here, begging me to help them.  So I came.” 
 
    I walk around the table, holding Wim’s eyes the entire time.  When I reach his side, I take one of his hands in mine, bringing his hand up to lay it against my cheek. 
 
    Nero can influence people’s emotions.  They can read minds.  We even occasionally form telepathic connections with other Nero. 
 
    We don’t have that, for which I’m grateful.  But through touch, I can open a vent between our minds. 
 
    I let him feel my sincerity about helping these people.  I let him feel the struggle and the fighting Valen and I have done in the past lunars.  I give him impressions of the goodness of my father and the incorruptible nature of Edan. 
 
    I give him a picture of the real us. 
 
    Wim’s eyes grow large as I show him.  His expression goes slightly slack, his mouth open.  His eyes flick between both of mine as he gets all of my determination and will and my hope for the future. 
 
    The moment I let go of his hand, Chancellor Wim drops to one knee, lowering his head. 
 
    “I will do whatever is necessary to help you, Nova Ainsley,” he says while keeping his head lowered to the floor. 
 
    I look around at my family, feeling a little embarrassed.  I’m not some queen.  I was just honest—well, kind of honest, with him.  Valen gives me this look that says he expected nothing less.  Edan just smirks and shakes his head.  My father simply gives me a little smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, trying to make my voice sound confident, and not forming as a question.  “If you’ll come with us, we can take you to another of the moons.  We can show you.” 
 
    Chancellor Wim stands, a look of awe still lingering in his eyes, but he goes for the door and opens it, holding it open. 
 
    “If it is alright with you, Nova Ainsley, I would like to bring my chief information officer with us, as well as my chief security officer.” 
 
    I nod.  “That’s just fine.  I also suggest you bring at least three other Nero with us.” 
 
    “Why?” he questions. 
 
    “Like I said,” Valen speaks up as we head out a back door so we don’t have to walk through the crowd again.  “Our approach to Tribus Lune wasn’t exactly safe.” 
 
    “The Neron surrounding everything is intense,” I say as we step out into the brilliant sunshine.  “It would wreck any normal ship trying to land.  Thankfully, our ship is advanced.  But still, we came here, because this moon is the smallest, with the smallest amount of Neron.  We will need some help landing on the others.  I’m not even sure how we’re going to get to Glorra.” 
 
    Wim swallows once.  He still doesn’t believe, he’s afraid of what I’m saying.  But he trusts, and I value that. 
 
    He leaves us next to the building and strides away, heading to gather those needed. 
 
    “I don’t know about all of you, but I’m ready for a nap,” my father says, looking around at the beauty that is Tribus Lune.  “This day started out in the K Sector.  We traveled fifteen sectors.  Descended into a crystalized death trap, broke life-shaking news to a government leader, and we’re getting ready to hop to another moon.  I think we should call it a day.” 
 
    I laugh, hugging my dad.  “I think a nap sounds like the moon’s best idea right now.”  My father wraps his arms around me, squeezing tight.  “I kept thinking I was going to pass out from overload.” 
 
    “You did amazing,” my father says as he presses his cheek into the top of my head.  “You gave Chancellor Wim exactly what he needed to trust us.” 
 
    “You realize you’re stuck in all of this for life, right?” Edan says.  “You’re way too slam good at this stuff to just walk away and go live a normal life.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I balk.  “I’m faking every slam second I’m awake these days.  I never have any idea what the void I’m doing.  It’s a minute-by-minute flight of panic and survival.” 
 
    “No one in the entire galaxy improvises like you do then, Nova,” Valen says. 
 
    And I love the admiration in his voice.  I love his confidence in me. 
 
    “So have the two of you talked a date for the big day yet?” Edan asks, nudging Valen with an elbow.  “The galaxy has their queen, when are you officially becoming its king?” 
 
    I huff a laugh and shake my head.  I had almost forgotten and it’s ridiculous and sad.  Valen asked me to be his wife.  I always knew it was coming, that we would be together in the future.  We have our children waiting for us at some point. 
 
    But I haven’t had two seconds to think about the fact that that future is coming to pass. 
 
    Valen asked me to be his wife. 
 
    “At some point we’re going to get a moment to breathe and think,” Valen says, fixing me with his intense blue eyes.  “And then we can talk details.  Until then, I’ll just keep following Nova around the galaxy until she gets tired of reminding me how to behave.” 
 
    I step away from my father, crossing the space to Valen.  I lace my fingers into his and rise up onto my toes, pressing a soft kiss to his lips.  “You’re going to follow me around the galaxy for forever, then.” 
 
    Valen smiles under my lips.  “Good.” 
 
    “I may already see you as my son, Valen,” my father says after he clears his throat.  “But this is my daughter.  You can save this for later.” 
 
    “Sorry, Torin,” Valen says, suppressing a smile and stepping back from me, though he retains one of my hands. 
 
    Just then, Chancellor Wim and six others step back behind the building.  They’re all very regal and tough looking.  Every one of them cases us up and down, instantly evaluating us outsiders. 
 
    “We’re ready for departure,” Wim says with a nod. 
 
    If I were a polite, normal person, who liked people more than I do outside my tiny circle, I would bother getting their names, learning their positions, and generally being a good person. 
 
    But I don’t. 
 
    I’m just doing my best not to get entirely overwhelmed, moment by moment. 
 
    We head outside the city and aim straight for Deliverance. 
 
    “This…” one of the newcomers says in awe as our ship comes into view.  “This is your ship?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, feeling a bit of pride growing in my chest at it.  Even though I didn’t design or build it.  For the most part. 
 
    “I don’t think she’s lying,” another person says.  “This…I’ve never seen anything like this.” 
 
    Chancellor Wim takes the ship in with calculation.  But he can’t hide all the awe from his eyes.  Our ship is the most advanced in the entire galaxy.  I still stare at it in absolute awe. 
 
    They truly have never seen anything like Deliverance. 
 
    “Come aboard,” I say, barely holding in my smile. 
 
    Their awe triples when they get inside.  Edan goes to the information board, going over the readings, three of Wim’s members going absolutely gooey over it.  My father and I give a tour to Wim and who I think is the security officer and another Nero.  Valen stands silently and awkwardly with another Nero at the controls, ready to go. 
 
    I just smile and shake my head at him. 
 
    I don’t like people for the most part.  But Valen’s dislike for them is on an entirely different level. 
 
    “I…” Wim says at the end of our tour, shaking his head.  “I don’t want anything you’ve said to be true.  But this ship…”  He looks around once more, taking in the controls, the fittings, the helm.  “This truly is something straight out of the future.” 
 
    “I don’t want it to be true either,” I offer sympathetically.  “All we can do now is change everything.” 
 
    Wim offers me a tight-lipped smile and nods. 
 
    “I suggest you all take a seat and strap in,” Edan says to the herd swarming him.  “It’s about to get slagging reckless in here.” 
 
    As they step away from the information board, I meet Edan’s eyes.  He gives me this wide-eyed look, letting out a hard breath through his nose as he slumps back into his seat. 
 
    Edan isn’t a people person either.  Not by a long shot. 
 
    Maybe this is how I develop my circle.  We’re all just a bunch of misfits who don’t belong with anyone else.  We understand each other in a way no one else will. 
 
    Even my father lived for nearly two decades on a planet he didn’t belong, pretending for everyone around him that he was someone he wasn’t. 
 
    “This is only going to take a few seconds, but it will feel longer,” I say, going to stand at the helm.  “It’s going to feel like we’re all going to die.  But I promise, we won’t.” 
 
    “A few seconds?” one of the men says.  “To get to Quattuor Lune?  That should take…at least six hours.” 
 
    A wry smile crosses my lips, and I feel the helm begin to heat in my hands.  Deliverance lifts off the ground, and we swiftly rise up and out of the atmosphere.  “Seconds,” I reiterate. 
 
    “We’re ready,” Valen says from the controls. 
 
    “Have at it,” I say, my smile fully forming. 
 
    With the press of a command, the helm grows wickedly hot in my hands, and then we spear forward through space. 
 
    Faster, faster, hotter, hotter.  This is all familiar now, but I’m filled with wicked excitement and glee as we rocket forward, sending cries of fear and shock from the new passengers.  Edan lets out a whoop. 
 
    And then, just as soon as it began, Deliverance slips to a stop. 
 
    Ugh.  Disgusting. 
 
    One of Wim’s men actually vomits on the floor. 
 
    But there, straight out from the viewport, is the second smallest moon of Glorra, Quattuor Lune. 
 
    There are no words.  It’s stunned, horrified silence that fills the ship. 
 
    Every one of them unbuckles and rises from their seats to go stand before the viewport.  They stare out, taking it all in. 
 
    It’s impossible to believe, even though it’s right in front of our eyes. 
 
    Quattuor Lune is right there.  Its round shape is slightly detectible, but it’s misshapen because of the massive arcs of Neron stretching from its surface, back to the main planet.  The Neron swirls around the moon, entirely consuming it, frozen completely still. 
 
    “This is what you saw when you came to Tribus Lune?” Wim asks in a barely audible breath. 
 
    I leave the helm, going to stand beside the Chancellor.  “It is.” 
 
    I look into his eyes, and I see the reflection of all that Neron in them. 
 
    “And it’s been like this for twenty solars?” 
 
    I look back at the engulfed moon.  “Yes.” 
 
    He raises a hand to cover his mouth.  There are tears rolling down his face.  “How is it possible for anyone to survive that kind of power?” 
 
    “You did,” I remind him gently.   
 
    He shakes his head, unable to believe it, even though he’s standing right beside me.  “How…how did we even summon this kind of power?” 
 
    I don’t have an answer to that. 
 
    “The entire system loved her,” one of the women in their group says.  “This is what happens with a love that powerful.”   
 
    My throat tightens and my heart forgets how to function.  Emotions well in my eyes and my brain is running a million kilometers per hour. 
 
    Who was I?  That an entire population came together to try to stop Cyrillius from taking me, causing this to happen? 
 
    Who the void am I? 
 
    “I’m really hoping there’s some comfortable beds on that planet,” Edan pipes up, breaking the dead serious silence that’s fallen throughout the cabin.  “So let’s get going, shall we?” 
 
    “We’re facing this, and you think you’ll be sleeping tonight?” one of the men asks in disgusted annoyance. 
 
    “Oh, just you wait,” my second soulmate says with a wicked grin. 
 
    “What does that-” Wim begins to ask, but Valen cuts him off. 
 
    “You’ll see,” he says, meeting my eyes for just a moment before he walks to the view port and my father takes his place at the controls.  “I will need the help of all you Nero.  Our ship can withstand more than any other, but we have a lot of Neron to clear.  And we’re not familiar with this moon.  Tell us where is safe to land.” 
 
    With their help, we get positioned in a safe place, just outside the capital city, just like we lucked out with on Tribus Lune.  And when we get in place, I once more take the helm, and we begin our descent to Quattuor. 
 
    The sound of shattering Neron is deafening.  Like glass breaking, amplified with sonic booms.  Lower and lower, we blindly descend to the surface.  We cut down through a literal hole, before setting down with a hiss on the surface of the moon. 
 
    “Readings are high,” Edan reports.  “I don’t like the idea of just sitting here.  Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    I cross to the hatch and press the control. 
 
    “Wait!” half of Wim’s crew yells, fearful for their lives.  They clamor after me, making claims of safety, of being instantly evaporated by all the Neron. 
 
    But I just smile back at them as the hatch lowers and I step out onto it. 
 
    My father tries to reassure Wim’s people as I walk down the ramp, but they’re all frantic.   
 
    I’m enjoying this way too much.  I feel a little guilty and I’m kind of glad they can’t see the smile on my face. 
 
    It’s the same as on Tribus.  I feel the Neron around me calling my name.  I hear it singing, sighing.  It knows me.  
 
    You’ve returned, it says in relief.   
 
    I close my eyes for half a second, listening to it. 
 
    There’s a pull inside of me, and I know: those I saw in my vision are on Glorra. 
 
    I’m coming, I promise them. 
 
    I open my eyes, and take the first step onto the ground of Quattuor Lune. 
 
    Instantly, every bit of Neron releases, like rain falling in every possible direction, and disappears. 
 
    Stunned silence lies behind me.  With a little smile on my lips, I half turn back, looking at all those still on the ship. 
 
    Every one of their expressions is filled with awed wonder.  They look around, searching for any signs of the massive amount of Neron that just trapped this moon. 
 
    “People are going to be just as confused as you are,” I say.  “We should get going so we can explain.” 
 
    Chancellor Wim takes three unsteady steps forward, his eyes fixed on me.  “Who are you?” he breathes out. 
 
    I give a shrug, my insides shaking.  “Just Nova.”  Valen comes to my side and I slip my hand into his.  “We better go.” 
 
    Together, he and I head off toward the city just beyond the clearing, leading the others who trail behind us. 
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    “So, how long are you going to wait to tell everyone?” 
 
    Valen sits in the bed, blessedly without a shirt.  Through the dim light, he glows.  The Neron in his hands, his arms, glows soft and bright, a beacon of the vow we made.  He watches me as I walk out of the bathroom, rubbing a towel through my wet hair with my own glowing hands. 
 
    I lean against the doorway, crossing my arms over my chest. 
 
    It’s been such a long day.  So slam long. 
 
    After arriving on Quattuor Lune, we went with Chancellor Wim to talk to the Chancellor of this moon, a woman by the name of Kane.  It was the same dance of shock and disbelief followed by the same showing of pictures and the live feed, and helpfully, the testimonies of Wim and his people. 
 
    Once more, the people of Quattuor thought I was this Amora woman. 
 
    I don’t want to know who she is yet, or why I look like her.  So I didn’t ask.  Only corrected them with my actual name. 
 
    We talked.  For hours.  I thought it was never going to end.  But none of it is the important talk, because it needs to happen with the King and Queen, and for right now, they’re trapped in a frozen state on Glorra. 
 
    We have to free each of the moons first, that’s our only hope of getting to Glorra, that by dispelling the Neron one moon at a time, maybe it will lessen the intensity on the main planet. 
 
    One at a time, and then I have to deal with the really, really hard and scary stuff. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say, answering Valen’s question.  “For now, things are already complicated and scary without them knowing I’m the one they were trying to stop Cyrillius from taking.  What if… what if they hate me when they find out the truth?” 
 
    “That’s absurd,” Valen counters me.  “You’ve heard what they said.  Whoever you were as a child, everyone in this entire system loved you.  They all tried to stop Cyrillius.  They all tried to save you.” 
 
    My eyes fall to the floor and my stomach does a little flip. 
 
    I can’t even consider that.  That I could possibly be someone that important when I was only a toddler. 
 
    “Someday you’re going to accept it, Nova,” Valen says.  My eyes rise up to meet his again.  “You’re everything and you’re always going to be important to this galaxy.” 
 
    I shake my head.  “I’m really not ever going to accept it.  I’m just scared and overwhelmed all the time.  The only reason I’m accomplishing anything is because I don’t think, I just…do.” 
 
    “Well, thank the stars for your recklessness,” he says with a little bit of a smile. 
 
    I love his smile. 
 
    I love that he only does it for me. 
 
    His gaze pulls me across the room we’re sharing in the Chancellor’s tower.  I kneel on the end of the bed and crawl my way up, my knees on either side of Valen’s legs.  A hunger grows in Valen’s eyes as he watches me, wearing a thin, white nightgown that drops halfway to my knees. 
 
    I should think of some witty banter to counter what he said, but I’m too greedy and focused on what I really want in this moment. 
 
    I settle into Valen’s lap, straddling his hips.  My fingers lace into his black hair and I tip his head back, turning his lips up to mine. 
 
    His breath is hot on my mouth when they connect.  His lips are soft and moist and his tongue is even greedier than mine. 
 
    I moan as his hands come to my hips, his fingertips digging into my flesh. 
 
    I shift forward, settling closer to him.   
 
    My hands can’t decide what they want.  His hair knotted around my fingers, or the bare skin of his chest against my palms. 
 
    I go with both, one for each. 
 
    With a sudden shift, Valen rolls us, my back pressed into the soft bed.  Valen grins wickedly down at me and I wrap my legs around his hips so he can’t escape. 
 
    Slowly, teasingly, he lowers his head back down and presses his lips to mine once more.  He takes his time now, letting love pour out of him, letting it fill the space between our minds. 
 
    I cling to him, marveling that we’ve arrived at this place in the future.  I can’t believe how far we’ve come.  How much we’ve accomplished, together.  We never could have done half of what we did on our own. 
 
    We’re polar opposites.  Light and dark.  Nurtured and tortured. 
 
    But we make the best team. 
 
    “I love you,” I breathe out the words, determined to say them a million times before our lives are over, to make up for all the solars Valen never knew what that felt like. 
 
    Valen stills, brushing his thumb over my cheek as he stares down into my eyes.  “I love every inch of you, Nova.” 
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    The next three days get very repetitive.  We bring each Chancellor aboard Deliverance, along with a few of their most trusted people, and we head to the next moon with more and more Nero.  We break through the Neron.  We head into the city.  We explain.  We make the same plan.  We sleep, and we head to the next moon. 
 
    From Quattuor we go to Quinque Lune.  And then Duo Lune.  And with a very, very crowded ship, and with my name beginning to sound overwhelming to myself, we make our final descent onto the last moon, Unus. 
 
    The capital city of this moon is twice as large as any of the others.  Unsurprising, considering it’s the largest of the five moons. 
 
    With the assistance of all the Chancellors, we’re taken straight to the leader of this moon, Chancellor Hallus.  She’s a surprisingly warm woman with big brown eyes and hair slicked back and twisted into an elegant knot at the back of her head.  She, of all the Chancellors, is the quickest to believe the insane story we tell her. 
 
    “Are you telling me that the threat we all came together to fight against is long gone?” she asks, her expression open and hinted with grief and relief in the same breath. 
 
    A pit drops into my stomach.  Because she is the first one who has hinted at what I’ve been so carefully avoiding. 
 
    We’re gathered in a spacious conference room.  The walls are tall and pure white, stretching thirty feet above our heads.  We’re all gathered around an oblong-shaped table.  Its surface is glossy, solid white, and inlaid in a ring around the edge, is a strip of glowing Neron. 
 
    I freeze, not knowing what to say or how to move on from this point of safety I’ve created for myself. 
 
    My eyes flick to Valen, to my father, even to Edan.  But their eyes all communicate the same thing: This is up to me.  This is my story to tell, and it’s up to me how to time everything. 
 
    “Cyrillius is not dead,” I say, swallowing once before my eyes slowly slide back over to Chancellor Hallus.  She’s flanked by the other four Chancellors.  “And he is on his way back to Glorra Quin Lune.  But he is not the danger or threat he once was.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe it,” Hallus says.  “That he managed to infiltrate us like he did.  Out here, on the edge of the Eon Galaxy, his company has held no ground.  Very few of the average citizens even know his name, certainly wouldn’t know his face.  But the leaders, our army, they knew who he was.  How he managed to get through our defenses…”  She shakes her head, and I see her grief and regret written all over her face. 
 
    “Cyrillius is always one step ahead,” Valen speaks up, holding my hand firmly beneath the table.  “There’s a reason he’s dominated the galaxy for decades.” 
 
    “And you’re telling me that’s changed now?” she asks with one raised eyebrow.  Not in mocking, just in surprise. 
 
    Valen and I both nod our heads.  “We’ve dismantled his stronghold, Isroth,” I say.  I don’t tell her the full truth, that I built a weapon that completely obliterated the planet.  I don’t want to scare them.  “And we destroyed his ship, The Dominion.  We got the entire galaxy to turn against him.  He’s on the run.” 
 
    “And why is it here that he’s running to?” Chancellor Hallus asks, resting her head against two of her fingertips. 
 
    My blood goes cold again.  I don’t want to go further down this road.  
 
    But there is a current pulling me along and I can’t stop it. 
 
    I have to embrace it. 
 
    “Because he thinks if he can get another Nero on his side, that he can fix everything,” I say, my voice coming out hoarse and rough.   
 
    It’s quiet for a moment, and I can physically feel the anger building up from all the Chancellors in the room. 
 
    “He thinks he can succeed in what he once failed to do?” Hallus says.  There’s something in her eyes, and it pins me to my chair.  Like she is a rolling boulder and I am a tiny insect at the bottom of the hill.  “He is truly an ambitious man, considering the child he once tried to take has now returned home to save her people.” 
 
    The room is entirely silent, save the sound of my heart pulsing and thrumming through my entire body. 
 
    I feel as if I’m pulsing, one heart that is an entire body, and the total galaxy has fallen still and silent. 
 
    Hallus looks at me with confident, knowing eyes. 
 
    “Your parents would be so proud,” Hallus says, piercing through the silence.  Her voice is kind, gentle. 
 
    There are five beats as everyone processes what she’s said. 
 
    “You know the Ainsley family?” the Chancellor from Duo questions.  “When have you ever been to the U Sector?” 
 
    A small smile forms on Hallus’ face and she shakes her head.  “I think you all saw it the moment you first laid eyes on this brave young woman.  You all know her.  She is one of us and we are hers.” 
 
    My heart thunders in my chest.  It pounds harder and harder and I’m only breathing in tiny, shallow breaths that don’t fully reach my brain or heart. 
 
    “I knew her from the moment I saw her,” Hallus says, sitting straight, folding her hands elegantly in her lap.  “It wasn’t just some random Nero child Cyrillius tried to take.  While we love all our children in Glorra Quin Lune, not any child would have rallied every member of our population in a rescue attempt.” 
 
    My palms are sweating, but Valen’s grip on my hand doesn’t slip.  He squeezes, holding me grounded on this insane version of reality. 
 
    “You all thought she was the Queen’s sister, Amora,” Hallus says, never once breaking eye contact with me.  “But do you not see her eyes, the shape of her mouth?  She could be no one but the daughter of King Odo.  The daughter of Queen Illiana.” 
 
    Hallus leans forward and I am entirely frozen. 
 
    “After all these solars we didn’t even know passed, our princess has returned to us as a woman.  As our savior.  Welcome home, Ero.” 
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    I really don’t realize it when I rise up out of my seat and walk out the door.  My brain is simply frozen, rewound and sitting still and silent in the moments before Hallus said what she said. 
 
    My feet are moving, but my mind isn’t controlling them.  There are hallways and a door and another hallway and then one more door. 
 
    I don’t realize I’ve left the room until I’m standing in front of a large window, overlooking the city that surrounds us.  And in the sky, beyond this moon, there is a huge orb, engulfed in Neron. 
 
    Glorra is fully in view.  On all the other moons, they were not in rotation to see Glorra from the cities. 
 
    But I can see it here.  Huge and massive and utterly terrifying.  It looks like it’s about to crash into this moon.  It looks like death and destruction, just floating there in the sky. 
 
    “It doesn’t change anything, Nova.” 
 
    My father’s voice sounds from behind me, startling me as my shoulders jump up to my ears and my heart lands in my throat. 
 
    “Who you are, the person you’ve become, this doesn’t change any of those things.”  He stops just behind and to the side of me. 
 
    I shake my head.  He doesn’t know that.  He can’t know that.  
 
    But I don’t have the heart to say it to him. 
 
    “Holy slag,” Edan says from somewhere in the middle of the room.  “Hallus is right.  Look at this picture of the Royal family.  I mean, you can’t be more than three-solars-old, but there’s no question.  That’s you, Nova.” 
 
    My father turns and goes to look at the holotab I know is held in Edan’s hands.  But I don’t look. 
 
    Something slips over my father’s lips but I don’t catch the language.  Just one more reminder of this reality.  My father was once a soldier and mechanic on the planet Orhemia.  He speaks a language I’ve never heard him use. 
 
    “It…” he mutters in my own tongue.  “It’s like this was yesterday.  You looked…  This picture must have been taken within weeks of when I found you.  You looked just the same, Nova.” 
 
    “Everyone is right,” Valen speaks up.  “I see why they all thought you were the Queen’s sister.  You look a lot like her.  Except for the eyes.” 
 
    I let those eyes slide closed.  The breath pulls in and out of my chest in forced, slow pulls. 
 
    “Nova, you have to see this,” Edan says, and I hear him take two steps forward. 
 
    “I don’t want to see it, Edan!” I snap, my eyes flashing open, going back to the planet in the sky. 
 
    He instantly halts and silence falls in the room. 
 
    Breathe, breathe, breathe, my brain begs me, but my heart is hammering so hard and fast I’m afraid I’ll just be dead in two seconds. 
 
    “Give her some space,” I hear Valen say quietly from behind, then the shuffle of feet and the closing of a door. 
 
    But I’m not alone.  Valen walks back across the room and I hear him stop just two steps behind me. 
 
    “I don’t want to be anybody.”  The words crack out of me, hardly distinguishable.  “I wanted a bigger life.  I wanted to do more.  Have more freedom.  Be in control of my own future.  But I never wanted to be anyone.” 
 
    Tears fall from my eyes, rolling down my face. 
 
    “I wanted Dominion to end,” I say as I wrap my arms around my waist.  “I wanted Cyrillius to pay for his greed.  But I never wanted to be the person at the head of it all.  I would have been good in the crowd, I would have built the most amazing weapons for the person who wanted to be that someone.” 
 
    Valen doesn’t say a word from behind me, but he’s here, and he knows that his ears are exactly what I need right now.  I just need his acceptance. 
 
    “And I’ve been so slam scared, ever since I saw this place and those people…”  The words leave me as I miss a breath, trying to suck it in.  My lower lip quivers as I now realize who those people were that I saw in my vision.  “I was too scared to even think about this place but somehow I am this person and I couldn’t just ignore it.  But this…”  I shake my head, letting my face fall toward the floor as tears freely flow from my eyes.  Hallus’ words play through in my brain, over and over and over.  “Why did I have to be this?  Why couldn’t…” 
 
    I drop to my knees and Valen wraps his arms around me just in time to soften the fall.  I let sobs rip from me as he cradles my head into his chest, wrapping me up.  And it’s exactly what I need right now.  I need to be someone weak.  I need to be held.  I need someone else to be the strong one right now because I’m just too tired and too overwhelmed and I can’t be this person fate keeps pushing me to be. 
 
    “I can’t do this, Valen,” I sob, my words coming out in broken huffs of words, ripped apart with my tears. 
 
    “This won’t last forever,” Valen whispers into my hair.  “I promise, I will take you away from all of it, and we can be no one.” 
 
    I sob harder, clinging onto him with everything I have, and let him hold me as I utterly fall apart. 
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    I don’t know about anyone else, but to me, this is completely what partnership is all about. 
 
    When I’m empty, when I’m so utterly done and completely depleted, Valen goes on my behalf to talk to all the Chancellors. 
 
    He leaves that door between our minds open just enough that I get the gist of what he says to them. 
 
    They’re not to mention anything else about my lineage.  They’re not to address me by that foreign name.  They are not to expect anything from me right now, besides going to Glorra and releasing it from its Neron. 
 
    They are not to expect me to be their princess. 
 
    He doesn’t let me listen to their responses, and for that I’m glad, but I also have a feeling Valen hardly gave them a chance to give a reaction.  He may not be Cyrillius’ right hand any longer, but his presence is still more dominating and commanding than anyone I have ever known. 
 
    He returns to me and takes my hand, and he leads me up eight floors, to the top level of this building.  He gets me into a shower, hot enough to force my muscles to relax, then he takes me to the bed and makes me forget that I am anything but a woman who exists only for him. 
 
    I wake at dawn.  Valen still sleeps and I can’t ever bear to wake him up, he looks so peaceful in that state.  So I get out of the bed without disturbing him and I go to get ready for the day. 
 
    I find a pair of clothes in our closet, which I realize is actually some kind of elevator.  The clothes are exactly Valen’s and my sizes.  I’m trying to think when I actually got to wear and pick my own clothes.  Honestly, it feels like since I was on Korpillion. 
 
    I make a decision then.  As soon as I’m done here, I’m going to hire someone to make me an entire wardrobe and I’m going to pick and choose what I will look like.  And then I’m going to have my own closet, somewhere, where those clothes will find a permanent home. 
 
    I hardly even know what that word means anymore.  I’ve been in a constant state of movement and travel for a solar and a half now. 
 
    So as I dress in the clothes left for me, gray and black and Neron blue, I decide that is my goal.  I do best when I have something to focus on and work toward. 
 
    I’m going to find and establish a home.  I’m going to make it perfect.  And Valen and I are going to live there, and we’re going to sleep in the same place for at least two solid lunars. 
 
    I nearly laugh at myself as I look into the mirror and braid my hair in one long plait down the center of my back. 
 
    It sounds insane after what my life has been for so long. 
 
    But I can and I will do whatever I set my mind to. 
 
    Valen sits up in bed, staring at me with squinted eyes as I walk out of the bathroom.  “Did you sleep?” 
 
    A smile pulls at my lips.  “I slept quite well, thank you.” 
 
    He arches an eyebrow and a wicked smile pulls in one corner of his mouth.  “Ready for the day?” he asks though, instead of taking things two seconds further and convincing me to stay in this room for the rest of the day. 
 
    “I am,” I say with a determined nod. 
 
    The sooner I can get this over with, the sooner I can set about accomplishing my goal. 
 
    Valen gets dressed and has his hair done in about two minutes flat.  And together, we take the lift back down to the ground floor and head for that conference room. 
 
    Chancellor Kane was already inside when we walked in and I’m just about to greet her good morning when Hallus walks in right behind us. 
 
    “I hope you slept well,” she says.  Her voice is kind but I can’t help analyze her tone for any ramifications of what Valen spoke to them about on my behalf.  But there isn’t anything.  Just genuine well wishes for my slumber. 
 
    “I did, thank you,” I say with a simple nod.  “If you’re ready, I’d like to make plans for our approach to Glorra today.” 
 
    She blinks twice, the only sign of her surprise at my sudden switch from last night to this morning.  “I think that sounds wonderful.  Knowing what I do now, it’s hard knowing there are still millions on Glorra, trapped, having no idea what is going on.” 
 
    I nod, comming Edan again to hurry up and get down here with my father. 
 
    “I think we need fifty Nero to get through all that Neron,” I say and Valen pulls up the live feed of Glorra on the massive screen above the conference table.  “With its size and the amount of Neron, I don’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “I can get you one hundred, if you like,” Hallus says. 
 
    I shake my head.  “We have to make the approach in our ship.  It’s unique.  I don’t think any other would withstand the intensity.  We can’t fit more than fifty aboard.” 
 
    Hallus gives an understanding nod, and just then, all the other Chancellors walk in, flanked by my father and Edan. 
 
    “I’m in a little bit of a hurry, so I’d like to depart in three hours,” I say, and at my declaration, I feel a mental prod from Valen with a question.   
 
    In a hurry? 
 
    Later, I mentally say back to him. 
 
    “How close can we land to the center of things?” I ask.  “Our ship does some damage when we land.” 
 
    One of the Chancellors, I haven’t bothered to learn his name, pulls up a map and goes over the options.  There are fields to the north of the citadel.  There’s a massive lake and a forest to the south, further away. 
 
    We decide on the fields, and will keep our fingers crossed we don’t severely hinder some farmer’s income or the local need for whatever crops are being grown there. 
 
    With the plans made as far out as I ever worry to think about, I leave the conference room and start toward the ship. 
 
    “What are you in a hurry for?” Valen asks quietly so Edan and my father don’t hear him from a few paces behind. 
 
    “I have a new goal, and I’m quite anxious to see it come to pass,” I say as I step out of the building and aim toward the forest where we landed. 
 
    “And do I get to ask what that might be?” Valen says, glancing over at me with furrowed brows. 
 
    I look over at him, smiling, and take his hand in mine.  “Normal.  That’s my new goal.  And to have a bed I get to sleep in for two consecutive lunars.” 
 
    Valen arches an eyebrow at me.  “I like this goal.” 
 
    I flash him a grin, and quicken my pace. 
 
    We requested a refueling for Deliverance and the Neron tanker ship is just leaving when we arrive.  The massive core that runs along the entire roof of the ship is glowing, brilliant, and ready. 
 
    With our jumps throughout the galaxy, we burn through Neron much faster than any other ship. 
 
    My father and I spend the next two hours going around the ship and through all of its components and workings, making sure nothing has been damaged in our dangerous descents to the moons of Glorra.  The paint is looking a little worse for wear, and our Neron was nearly depleted, but other than that, it’s survived like the glorious, slam miracle it is. 
 
    “You could change the galaxy, you know,” my father says when we’ve settled inside the ship, waiting for a whole herd of Chancellors and Nero to join us.  “If you gave the designs of this ship to the planets for mass production.” 
 
    “No one outside of Salypso and Glorra would benefit, though,” I point out.  “Don’t forget, Deliverance requires two pilots, and one of them has to be a Nero.” 
 
    My father shrugs in acceptance.  “Maybe that will change now.  Now that Dominion is dismantled.  Maybe we will start to see more Nero being born.” 
 
    I hope so.  It’s sickening to think that an entire race, my race, of people were nearly driven to extinction because of Dominion’s dominance over all the Neron-rich planets. 
 
    But the thought does get my brain turning.  Suddenly, I’m seeing a new kind of core, thinking of new ways to compress it, perhaps even run off solid blocks of Neron. 
 
    Suddenly, I’m designing something similar to the helm, yet entirely different. 
 
    I jump to my feet and go to the holoscreen that holds the information system.  I switch the program to a design one, and my fingers can’t move fast enough to keep up with my brain. 
 
    My family just chuckles at me, shaking their heads, and they leave me to it. 
 
    I could swear I’ve only been working for five minutes when a whole mass of people walks up the hatch, but in reality, it’s easily been forty-five minutes.  I save my work and quickly close it, hiding it from curious eyes. 
 
    “You weren’t exaggerating when you said your ship is special,” Hallus says, her eyes big and wide as she takes everything in.  “I got the report of how much Neron we fueled this with and I thought there had been a mistake.” 
 
    I offer her a smile, but my brain keeps going back to the design hidden in the brains of the ship. 
 
    And now I have a new goal added to my “normal” one.  My hands are itching to find supplies. 
 
    “Welcome aboard Deliverance,” Valen says, standing with his feet apart, his hands clasped behind his back.  His soldier is showing. 
 
    “You say this was designed by Dominion?” Hallus asks, casting her eyes about the ship. 
 
    “Yes,” I say, hating the fact.  “But they never completed it, which in the end was a blessing.  Valen and I found an entirely different way to pilot the ship.  We made our own modifications that worked to our benefit.” 
 
    Hallus raises a fascinated eyebrow.  “Impressive.” 
 
    The ship grows more and more crowded.  We’ve never flown with more than a dozen aboard.  We can’t disburse others to the sleeping quarters or the kitchen to make more room.  They all have to be here, at the ready.  
 
    They crowd the command deck, every single one of them marveling over our ship. 
 
    And I marvel at them. 
 
    Every single one of them is a Nero.  A Nero who has always known what they were and what they were capable of. 
 
    Suddenly, I realize that Valen and I could ask them questions.  We could probably learn so many new things about ourselves.   
 
    Oh, how Tomas and his Bahiri would absolutely lose their minds here. 
 
    Or maybe it would destroy their reverence of the Nero, to find there are so many of them that they’re commonplace. 
 
    I don’t think I want to destroy the Bahiri’s wonder. 
 
    Besides, it’s truly Neron they worship.  Not necessarily the Nero. 
 
    “It’s getting a little crowded, don’t you think, Nero?” Edan asks, smashed against the wall of the ship where he monitors the information board.  “Can we get going?” 
 
    I chuckle as he’s crowded out of my view as three more people file into the ship.  “You got it.” 
 
    I clear my throat and Valen pushes the command to close the ship.  “This will all be over in a few seconds.  It’s going to feel wild and dangerous, but know the journey there isn’t.  I can only hope our descent to Glorra will be as uneventful as it has been to each of the moons.  Find someone to hold on to.” 
 
    There is no room for people to take seats.  They’re smashed up against each other so tight, they might be able to stay on their feet as we rip through space. 
 
    Valen doesn’t wait another moment.  He presses the command, and we rise into the air, up and up until we’re out of Unus’ atmosphere. 
 
    “Ready?” I say, just for fun. 
 
    Then Valen gives the command, and we punch forward through space, aimed straight for Glorra. 
 
    The Nero scream and hold on to each other for their lives.  They’re knocked a step back, but because it is so crowded, they don’t fall to the ground.  Others, who have now made this trip multiple times, just smile and give words of teasing or encouragement. 
 
    Faster, faster, hotter, hotter, through space we spear. 
 
    And then it’s over in a matter of five seconds.  The ship slows and everyone is thrown once more, rocking forward a step. 
 
    Glorra lays there before us. 
 
    At this distance it looks huge.  In truth, there are dozens of bigger planets.  This one is medium-sized, at best.  But this close, surrounded in this much Neron, it looks massive and intimidating. 
 
    I hear more than a few awed curse words slip over lips as they take it all in. 
 
    “This is what you saw when you came to Unus Lune?” Chancellor Hallus says as she pushes her way through the crowd to stand at the front of the viewport. 
 
    “And Duo, and Quinque, and Quattuor Lune,” Chancellor Wim speaks up. 
 
    Through the crowd, I see Hallus shake her head in disbelief.  “Incredible.  Twenty solars.  Just…gone.  In the blink of an eye for us.”  She turns, her eyes finding mine.  “But it’s been an entire lifetime for you.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say.  It really is impossible.  All these people are exactly the same.  But for me, this has been my entire life.  A million things have happened since that moment that froze everything. 
 
    “The readings are rising,” Edan reports, and I’m so slam grateful for him.  He gets us back to the reality, the version I can handle.  “I don’t suggest we wait here forever.” 
 
    “Dad,” I say, nodding to him.  He takes Valen’s place and Valen makes his way through the crowd to stand beside Hallus at the viewport. 
 
    “The Neron will try to shred us apart,” Valen explains.  “It truly is frozen solid.  We must clear the way for our descent.  Are you ready?” 
 
    A nod waves throughout the crowd. 
 
    Valen meets my eyes just once, and we both nod. 
 
    My father gives the command, beginning our descent.  The helm heats in my hands.   
 
    Fifty other Nero take position behind Valen.  Every one of them raises their hands and I feel this vibration fill the entire ship.  It’s incredible, the amount of power coursing through the ship.  Instantly there’s the sound of shattering Neron. 
 
    We drop lower, tunneling down toward the surface of Glorra. 
 
    Edan keeps a wary eye on the readings.  They slowly rise, but the alarms do not sound. 
 
    The ship shakes, vibrating with power, fighting against the Neron that surges all around us. 
 
    But with raised hands, some with closed eyes, the Nero aboard the ship break through. 
 
    “Twenty seconds,” Edan says, monitoring our altitude.  “Fifteen.” 
 
    My heart races and even through the walls of the ship and the noise of the Neron breaking, I hear it calling my name. 
 
    Ero.   
 
    Ero. 
 
    Come home. 
 
    Welcome home. 
 
    I know the name the Neron is saying now.  It’s that foreign name Hallus called me before. 
 
    Something in me grabs hold of it.  It traces a little finger down the inside of my spine. 
 
    But the name itself, it doesn’t reach my ears.  It doesn’t grab my heart. 
 
    Ero. 
 
    I am not Ero. 
 
    I’m just Nova.  Just a girl.  Just an engineer.  Just a daughter.  Just a friend. 
 
    “Five,” Edan begins our final countdown. 
 
    We’re entirely surrounded by brilliant, white light which grows more intense by the second. 
 
    “Four, three,” the pitch of his voice rises as we near the surface. 
 
    Fingers are strained and muscles stand out, taut on arms.  Expressions are tight and teeth are gritted. 
 
    The sound grows deafening.  Shattering booms fill my entire head. 
 
    “Two,” Edan says, his voice growing louder and louder, accompanied by the sound of the landing gear locking into place.  “One.” 
 
    And then there’s the hiss of the ship as it settles onto the surface of Glorra. 
 
    “Readings are stable for the moment,” Edan doesn’t waste two seconds in dispelling his nervousness.  “But they’re rising already.  Hurry up, Nero.” 
 
    The other Nero around look at each other in confusion, unsure of what they’re supposed to do now.  They don’t know that most of the time Edan doesn’t use my name, only the mocking nickname of Nero. 
 
    I cross to the hatch, fighting my way through the crowd.  I don’t have to explain.  The others who have seen this happen multiple times already whisper of what is to come. 
 
    I’m sweating in nervousness.  My palms are slick.  I’m only breathing in shallow breaths.   
 
    Ero, Ero, Ero.   
 
    The entire planet won’t stop whispering my name.  It’s so loud, so persistent, I don’t know how it isn’t driving the others mad. 
 
    I press the control, and the hatch gives a hiss before it begins opening. 
 
    I feel like I could faint as I slowly walk down the ramp.  
 
    Once more, there is only scorched earth surrounding the ship, and beyond that, I only see a wall of solid Neron. 
 
    I feel the weight of over one hundred eyes on my back as I walk down.  It’s so quiet, and I have no doubt they’re all holding their breath, waiting to see the miracle about to happen. 
 
    I hate this pressure.  Suddenly, I miss the Pit of Hell, the underground maze I used to work in at Horne Energy back on Korpillion.  No one watched me down there.  I could work and do what I did best without all this pressure and these witnesses. 
 
    At least Bardek isn’t here, recording everything I do for the entire galaxy to see. 
 
    I walk down the ramp.  And though I don’t hesitate before I take that final step onto the surface of the planet, I do hold my breath. 
 
    My foot touches the blackened dirt.  And I wait for the miracle of release. 
 
    But only a bubble, maybe fifty feet in diameter clears around me.  The Neron releases.  But only a section directly around me. 
 
    Confused, I take a step forward, and only that much more Neron clears and dissipates. 
 
    Turning, I search everywhere I can see around the ship. 
 
    It’s the same. 
 
    The Neron further than fifty feet from me remains solid, blocking my view. 
 
    “Slag.” 
 
    I hear Edan swear from the ship. 
 
    “What…” another voice questions.  “What’s wrong?”  It’s Chancellor Kane who voices her confusion. 
 
    “I…” I stutter, turning once more in a circle, observing all the Neron that remains in its solid state.  “I don’t know.  I…” 
 
    But I feel the Neron speaking to me once more.  It says my name, this time as a question.  And then, clear as day, I hear a new voice. 
 
    A woman’s. 
 
    Ero? 
 
    I turn in the direction of the voice, over my right shoulder. 
 
    Ero? 
 
    My heart races and a pull, a chain, runs from my heart, toward that voice. 
 
    My feet are moving before my brain gets a chance to evaluate.  I stride off toward the voice. 
 
    The Neron dispels before me, creating a tunnel fifty feet ahead.  I break through, my feet meeting tall, yellow wheat stalks.  I’m blinded.  Truly, I cannot see where I’m going beyond my bubble.  But quickly, I hear Valen race after me, as well as a trail of others.  And they shatter the Neron as we venture, clearing more and more.  And as they do, I see cracks forming and racing through the Neron.   
 
    Like fog beginning to clear from a mirror, it begins to turn crystal. 
 
    Soon I see the fields through the Neron.  I see the bases of mountains.  I see small homes in the fields. 
 
    Faster and faster, the Neron transforms from brilliant white, to crystal clear. 
 
    I’m running now, sprinting.  The voice calling my name grows louder the further I run.  It sounds…hopeful.  Excited.  Elated. 
 
    Faster, faster, I push myself, dispelling the Neron around me as I travel. 
 
    I race across the field, and then, I see the land drop away, and I slow, taking in what is before me in awe. 
 
    We are up on a plateau, with endless fields stretching behind us.  But before us, the land drops.  Wide and beautiful, there is a valley surrounded by similar plateaus and mountains.  Down there, there are endless homes and buildings.  All beautiful and pristine, frozen in the quickly crystalizing Neron. 
 
    Rising up in the center of the valley, stretching up and up and up, is the most beautiful and intimidating tower I’ve ever seen. 
 
    I can’t describe its structure as gothic or contemporary, it’s an incredible mix of both.  Its frame is black steel and shining silver.  And glowing from everywhere within it, is blue.  Neron. 
 
    It’s the most impressive edifice I’ve ever seen. 
 
    Here, right before me, is a massive bridge that spans over the valley, attaching to the side of the building about a third of the way up, level with the height of the plateau.  There are five other identical bridges, stretching from those other plateaus or the mountains. 
 
    It’s so perfectly balanced, so perfectly centered.  It looks like something out of a drawing. 
 
    But it’s real.  I’m looking right at it. 
 
    This is Glorra.  This is the City of Nero.  This is the home of the Royal Family. 
 
    The breath stills in my chest.  There’s a sting at the back of my eyes. 
 
    Ero, the voice whispers to me. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Valen marvels beside me. 
 
    Valen has traveled most of the galaxy.  He’s been to planets I could never even imagine.  And even he is struck with awe. 
 
    “Slagging show-offs,” Edan says, a mock ever present in his tone, but heavily outweighed by genuine awe. 
 
    My father only curses under his breath, again in Orhemian. 
 
    “Does any of this feel familiar?” Valen asks, his tone hesitant.  He knows how overwhelmed I am.  He doesn’t want to tip me over my edge. 
 
    I shake my head, because I could never explain it.  That none of what I’m seeing is familiar.  But the call in my mind, the voice, the Neron, I know that it’s a part of me somehow. 
 
    Without another word, with an entourage of Nero behind me, I take my first step to cross that bridge. 
 
    It’s massive.  It has to be a kilometer long.  Great, massive pillars stretch from its belly down to the valley far below.  Beautiful arches span between each one.   
 
    I look down as I trek, noting the incredible houses built down in the valley.  They’re all the same colors, black, silver, Neron blue, and white.  Every one looks brand new, but I know that can’t be possible with the thousands there are.   
 
    The residents here take great pride in their city.  It’s perfect in every way. 
 
    I fix my eyes back upon the towering citadel before us. 
 
    My heart races faster and faster. 
 
    Ero. 
 
    The crystallization of the Neron races faster and faster, displaying the mountains off in the distance.  There are even rain clouds, frozen in the sky in the distance. 
 
    I dispel the Neron as I walk.  The other Nero with me break it as we travel. 
 
    My neck strains up and up as we approach the tower.  It pierces into the sky, taller than any tower than I’ve ever seen, even on Korpillion.  Great spires jut from the building here and there, stretching to the clouds.  The building glows from every seam and every crease inward.  It’s…celestial and alien-looking in the same breath. 
 
    Closer, closer, my eyes lock on the door that enters into the citadel. 
 
    A row of soldiers stands frozen on either side of the door.  Even when my bubble reaches them and releases the Neron, they remain frozen in their positions. 
 
    My insides grow cold. 
 
    Why is this different?  Why is Glorra not being released? 
 
    Ero, the voice whispers from inside the citadel. 
 
    So I ignore the whispers behind me.  I ignore their frightened talk. 
 
    I push aside the fear crawling through my veins, and I push open the doors.  I step inside, into the brilliant white. 
 
    The Neron doesn’t clear in here.  And before I realize it, I walk right through a ripple of frozen Neron.  I pass completely though, unharmed. 
 
    Nova. 
 
    Valen’s confused and fearful tone reaches me and I turn back. 
 
    He stands at the doors, looking in at me.  He looks slightly distorted through the Neron. 
 
    And through the door between our minds, he tells me that he and the others can’t come in. 
 
    This Neron is not responding. 
 
    And a realization hits me.  A memory comes back, a vision I once had of the future. 
 
    There were waves, ripples of white around me.  There were bodies all around me, frozen.  And I was alone. 
 
    I’d panicked when I woke up, thinking that meant that something terrible had happened to Valen. 
 
    But here it is. 
 
    I understand now. 
 
    It has to be me, I say into his mind.  I can feel it.  They’re calling for me.  It has to just be me. 
 
    I see fear in Valen’s eyes.  He’s scared.  This is something even he has never encountered before.  He’s vowed to be at my side, helping me every second for the rest of our lives. 
 
    But he understands. 
 
    He nods just once. 
 
    So I turn, and I head further into the tower. 
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    It’s difficult to see far.  Neron falls around me like a million curtains hung.  I can see through it, but only so far.  But everywhere is washed in a blinding, brilliant white pulse of power. 
 
    I enter into a large, wide hall.  The ceilings rise up at least fifty feet and massive chandeliers made of Neron dangle from them.  Great, big mirrors hang from the white walls, each of them with a silver frame. 
 
    There are people in the hall.  Men and women.  Young and old.  They’re all dressed in the colors of the city, black and silver and white and blue.  All of them bear a concerned expression.  Many of them have their eyes closed, their hands raised up, as if they were indeed summoning Neron. 
 
    I come to a crossing point, where one large hallway cuts through the one I’ve been traveling.  It breaks to either side, not as wide, but the ceilings just as high.  I can barely make out the curve it takes, circling around the tower’s edge. 
 
    Ero. 
 
    I hear the call, feel the pull.  I continue straight. 
 
    I’ve read stories that had Royal families in them.  Heard tales of kings and queens.  I’ve read about castles.   
 
    That’s what this is.  But it’s so much more. 
 
    This tower is an entire city in itself.  It’s so much larger than any castle any author I’ve read has ever dreamt of.  
 
    But it’s elaborate.  It’s grand.  It screams regal. 
 
    I wrack my brain as I walk through its halls.  But none of it seems familiar.  I don’t remember these halls.  These people and their uniform-colored fashion don’t jog my memory.   
 
    But as another grand set of doors appears at the end of the hall before me, I pause for just a moment. 
 
    Ero.  That voice calls to me again.  And that voice.  That is what tugs familiarity from me.  To the voice, my heart says I know you. 
 
    Passing through the veils of Neron, I close the space between me and those doors. 
 
    The silver handle is cold as I grasp it.  It groans with disuse as I pull. 
 
    It was brilliant and bright in the hall, but it’s nothing compared to what awaits beyond the doors. 
 
    Ero, Ero, Ero!  That name chants, echoing throughout the entire space. 
 
    It’s a huge gathering space.  I can barely make out its shape through the blinding white and blue Neron.  But it stretches wide and deep in a circle.  The ceiling juts up so high, I cannot see it, only blinding light as brilliant as a sun. 
 
    There were dozens in the halls.  Here in this great big room, there are probably hundreds gathered. 
 
    It looks like we’re under water.  Waves of blue and white cast over the faces of these strangers.  They look dead.  Frozen.   
 
    I remember this. 
 
    I’ve seen this before.  I thought I was under water at first.  I thought all these people had drowned.  But as I’d felt the energy, I realized I wasn’t under water.  I was engulfed in Neron. 
 
    I’ve seen this before. 
 
    Nero can see the future 
 
    I weave my way through the frozen people.  I follow the call of the voice.  Deeper into the middle of the room.  I pass children.  I pass fathers holding their hands.  I pass women in grand, beautiful dresses and uniforms.  There is such a variety gathered here. 
 
    I can’t begin to grasp it, that they are all gathered here, frozen here this way, because of me.  Because they tried to save me.  Because they tried to stop Cyrillius from taking me. 
 
    Ero. 
 
    I press further, deeper into the crowd.  Brilliant white distorts everyone’s faces, making it difficult to pick out details.  They’re all cast in such blinding light. 
 
    But I follow the voice. 
 
    I follow my vision. 
 
    I’m walking the future.  I saw this once.  I saw myself in a brilliant, white room.  And I remember it exactly as I step up onto a platform.  To the side, I find four actual thrones, made entirely of Neron.  But standing in front of them, is one man, tall and strong, his hands extended, his fingers strong and taut.  His expression is filled with rage and agony.  
 
    Just five steps to his side, I see a woman.  She holds a child’s hand, and her other hand is extended out. 
 
    Her face is filled with utter fear. 
 
    A tear breaks free and rolls down my face. 
 
    I saw them.  I saw the future. 
 
    I didn’t know then, but I feel it with every ounce of truth in my gut, that I know who they are now. 
 
    Slowly, I walk toward them.  I raise up the two stairs to stand on the platform.  My eyes lock on the woman’s face, but I still can’t see her clearly, because it’s so bright and blinding.  But my chest begins to calm, and that foreign name stops calling, knowing I’ve come. 
 
    I take five slow breaths.  The silence is deafening.  I hear the air enter and leave my lungs with such clarity. 
 
    And then I raise my left hand, and I lace my fingers with the woman’s. 
 
    Like a giant breath, Glorra lets go and releases all the Neron, and the planet is unfrozen. 
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    I would have expected the woman to startle away from me.  I would have if someone suddenly appeared before me, their fingers interlaced with mine. 
 
    But this woman doesn’t. 
 
    She actually lets out a breath, her eyes locking with mine.  Her fingers curl around mine, and she just looks at me. 
 
    And tears fill my eyes. 
 
    With the Neron now gone, I can see her face clearly. 
 
    That’s my exact same hair color and texture.  That’s my exact nose.  Those are my cheekbones and my same lips. 
 
    A breath sucks into my chest. 
 
    She could be my sister.  She only looks a few solars older than me.  Like she could be Valen’s exact same age. 
 
    But my heart is thundering, and I hear one last whisper from the Neron. 
 
    This is her. 
 
    I can’t deny it.  I can see it with my own eyes.  I can feel it in her touch. 
 
    “Mom, who is this?” 
 
    A young voice pulls my eyes down and to the side.  There, I find a young boy, maybe five solars old.  He looks up at me with my same eyes and lips that look just like mine, and sandy blond hair that is my exact same shade. 
 
    Oh my stars.  My heart wants to leap out of my chest.  Nothing has looked familiar. 
 
    But I remember his face. 
 
    Tears fall from my eyes as I look back at the woman.  She too has tears welling in her eyes and there’s a faint look of confusion creeping between her brows. 
 
    “Ero?” she asks with a quiver in her lower lip. 
 
    I’m frozen for a moment.  I don’t know how to answer that, because every part of me knows I am Nova.  I don’t know who Ero is, and I was never her with the knowledge of who that is. 
 
    But instantly, I feel a door in my mind, and that same voice slips into it, asking once more. 
 
    Ero? 
 
    A Nero bond. 
 
    I feel it there, between me and this woman. 
 
    So I push it open, and I show her. 
 
    I show her my life.  I show her Nova.  But I let her hear a story.  One Cyrillius told me himself.  I show her my visions of the future and how I could hear her voice in my head as soon as I got to Glorra. 
 
    I let her feel my uncertainty, of being Nova and being Ero. 
 
    I hear footsteps to my left, but I don’t turn to see the man cautiously walking toward us. 
 
    My eyes remain fixed on this woman. 
 
    Emotions well in her eyes as I show her what she needs to see right now. 
 
    And her lip trembles more.  She shakes her head and I feel her grief.  I feel her mourn the solars she lost and the opportunities she will never get back. 
 
    But I feel her relief.  Her joy. 
 
    I’m here.  I’m safe. 
 
    “Ero,” she says in a whisper, and she closes the distance between us and wraps her arms around me, burying her face in my neck.  “You’ve come home, Nova.” 
 
    A questioning hand settles gently onto my shoulder and I look up into eyes that look exactly like mine.  A man with a kind face looks at me with questioning disbelief. 
 
    But the moment he really, really looks into my face, his eyes widen.  His mouth hangs open.  “Ero?” 
 
    I nod.  I don’t feel a Nero bond open up between he and I, so I cannot give the same explanation to him that I gave her.  So I simply nod. 
 
    The shuffle of footsteps and the quieting of the room pulls my attention back to the doors I walked through. 
 
    Valen walks in, flanked by my father and Edan.  Just behind them, are the chancellors from every moon of Glorra. 
 
    Neron shields go up throughout the room as the Nero go into a defensive stance.  They have no idea what’s going on. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I say as my heart jumps into my throat.  “They’re with me.  And the chancellors are here to help me explain.” 
 
    The man looks at me with a little wariness, but looking back at the people he does know, they give him a reassuring nod. 
 
    “My people of Glorra,” he says, his commanding voice booming throughout the great room.  “I don’t yet understand what has happened.  But…” his voice cracks.  “But it seems our daughter has returned to us.  And now I must beg your patience as we get our answers.”  The crowd mumbles, all of them wishing to stay present and get the answers, too.  “I promise, we will reconvene tonight.  For now, go home to your families.” 
 
    They don’t want to leave.  They want answers now.  They want to know what the void he’s talking about, that Ero has returned.  They want to know who I am and why the chancellors from each moon are here. 
 
    But they listen to their king, and one by one, they leave the throne room. 
 
    My eyes fall to the floor and I find myself frozen, unsure of what to do and how to transition into what needs to happen next. 
 
    The King comes to stand before me and places his hands on either side of my face, bringing my eyes up to his. 
 
    My eyes never looked like Torin’s.  His are gray and mine are blue.   
 
    But this man’s eyes are the exact same shade as mine. 
 
    “I do not know how this is possible,” he says, his voice coming out breathy.  “But I know it’s you.  Welcome home.” 
 
    Home. 
 
    I don’t know that I’ve ever really known what felt like “home”, but I’m pretty sure this doesn’t feel like it, either. 
 
    But still, I smile. 
 
    “I get the feeling that all of you know something I don’t,” the King says as he steps back from me and casts his eyes around to all those we brought with us on Deliverance.  “So why don’t we go to the information room, and you can bring me up to speed.  Because I assume since none of you are preparing for war, that Cyrillius isn’t an immediate threat.” 
 
    “Not right now,” Hallus says, stepping forward. 
 
    He gives a nod, and he leads us off toward a door to the side. 
 
    The Queen looks back at me again, and gives me a smile before she reaches for my hand, and walks toward the door with me. 
 
    The boy glances once in my direction, then back at his mother.  He seems so confused. 
 
    The King leads us out the door and down a hall.  And then he steps into this…tube.  Air rushes up it, but somehow hardly ruffles his hair or clothes.  The moment he steps into it, he seems to invisibly rise up and out of my view. 
 
    I marvel over the new technology I’ve never seen, but the other Nero from this sector simply step into the lift tube and rise up. 
 
    I may be overwhelmed and in over my head right now, but I truly can’t wait to see what life with thousands of Nero is like.  I can’t wait to see their unique technology.  If I’m this amazed at a different type of lift, what else am I going to find in this tower? 
 
    I step into the air, and find it gentle as a breeze, but it lifts me up and I rise as comfortably as walking. 
 
    I step out where I see the others, and follow the trail down a darker hall. 
 
    I glance back over my shoulder, and find Valen.  Instinctively, I reach for his hand, walking close to his side. 
 
    “You’re doing great,” he says, quiet enough only I can hear him. 
 
    I huff a laugh.  The words sound forced and awkward.  So many aspects of caring and a relationship are foreign to Valen.  It shows every now and then.  But I squeeze his hand, appreciating the sentiment.   
 
    We all head down a hall and the King grabs the handles of a double door and pushes them open. 
 
    We step into a very dimly lit room with black walls.  A pedestal rests in the middle with a white dome atop it.  There are tables set up in a U shape, chairs pushed beneath them. 
 
    There isn’t room for every Nero who arrived.  So the Royal family, me and my crew, the chancellors, and five others file into the room before the doors close. 
 
    Chancellors Wim and Hallus go to the front of the room, Hallus crooking a finger for me to join her.  Valen takes the seat immediately to my right. 
 
    We’ve led the revolution on Kaelea and I did what I had to and stood before everyone.  But I don’t know how to handle things now.  I don’t know if I’m supposed to be in charge. 
 
    “The last thing I remember was a blast,” the King says, settling into a seat directly across from us who are standing.  “We called on every Nero to try and stop Cyrillius, and I remember a blast unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.”  His eyes slide over to me, to Valen, to my father.  Edan. 
 
    “The blast was so intense and fierce, it froze your entire planet and every one of the moons,” my father says.  It’s a miracle.  He was the first witness to see what happened.  He felt it as the blast went off.  His ship felt the surge of power. 
 
    “Froze,” the King says, his gaze questioning.   
 
    “As if time stopped,” Edan speaks up.  “Like you all were dipped in ice and left to chill in space.  You were all trapped in Neron.” 
 
    Hallus taps the white dome atop the pedestal, and instantly the room is filled with what looks like an actual Glorra Quin Lune, entirely engulfed in Neron.  It looks so real that I actually shy away from it, not wanting to be obliterated by the intensity of the Neron. 
 
    “That’s…” the King stutters.  “You’re telling me that’s Glorra.” 
 
    “It was,” I say.   
 
    I don’t want to be the one with the answers here, because I still have too many questions. 
 
    Wim nods.  He switches the image to that of our live feed, rewinding to the day we arrived on Tribus Lune.  “This was the day Nova arrived.  You can see their ship.”  He indicates the tiny, nearly invisible dot that descends toward the moon. 
 
    I haven’t seen this yet.  So I watch with giant eyes as our ship touches down.  And then just one minute later, all of the Neron engulfing the moon just…disappears. 
 
    The King sits back in his seat, awe and disbelief in his eyes. 
 
    Wim fast-forwards the feed, and we watch as the same thing happens on Quattuor, then Quinque, Duo, and lastly Unus. 
 
    “The Neron dissipated the moment Nova stepped foot on each moon,” Wim testifies. 
 
    All eyes turn to me and I swallow once. 
 
    “And this is the feed from just a few minutes ago,” Hallus says to my relief, drawing everyone’s eyes back to the incredible projection. 
 
    Our ship touches down, and when I step out, you can’t even see the dent I made in the Neron.  But minutes later, we begin to see the surface of the planet as myself and the Nero walked toward the tower and the Neron miraculously began to crystalize, turning see-through. 
 
    And then it all halts, and Hallus fast-forwards while I make my way through the tower and find my way to the Royal family. 
 
    And then, in an instant, the Neron releases, dissipating, and now we only see a beautiful planet, glorious and beautiful as its name. 
 
    Hallus clears the projection and the room sits in silence. 
 
    That was the easy part.  That was just data and images and facts from the last few days. 
 
    Now comes the part where it gets truly complicated. 
 
    “How long?” the Queen asks.  Her eyes go to me and she studies me, trying to gauge my age. 
 
    “The only measurement of time we have is in how long my father had me,” I say, my voice hoarse.  “Just short of twenty-one solars.” 
 
    It’s the same debate of shock and disbelief I’ve already been through five times.  The King can’t believe it.  The Queen just begins to cry.  But the Chancellors vouch for my information, verifying it with data they’ve gathered from throughout the galaxy. 
 
    In the end, everyone falls quiet again, giving the Royal family time to process the reality of what happened. 
 
    But the King’s eyes slide over to me.  His gaze is intense, piercing.  I see him as a ruler, it’s just in the way he carries himself. 
 
    But it’s so strange.  He’s so young.  He can’t be more than a few solars older than Valen. 
 
    And he’s supposed to be my… 
 
    I can’t even think the word. 
 
    “Can you explain to me how Ero was not affected as we were,” he says, turning his eyes away from me and to anyone in the room who might offer an explanation.  “I cannot deny who she is, but I cannot wrap my mind around the reality of it.” 
 
    When no one else answers, because there was only one person there to witness it, my father clears his throat. 
 
    “I was once a soldier with the Orhemian Imperial Empire,” he says.  “I was just headed back after a mission to repair a ship on the outskirts of the galaxy when the readings of my ship went berserk.”  He shakes his head.  “I’d never felt power like that before.  From my ship, right down to my bones, I felt that Neron blast.” 
 
    Information floats in the room, displayed as if they’re real and tangible.  Readings from every planet within the Y and X Sectors.  The ripple of power reached that far. 
 
    “Just a few minutes later, as I traveled past Glorra, I saw something impossible,” my father says.  “First, I saw Glorra and the moons and how they were engulfed but frozen.  I tried comming to the planet, but there wasn’t any response.  I…I thought everyone here was dead.” 
 
    He swallows, speaking slow.  My father is a simple man.  A man who labors with his hands and doesn’t talk to anyone as he does it.  He is no politician.  He was no governess.   
 
    He was just the galaxy’s most selfless man. 
 
    “And then I saw a ball of Neron, floating there in space,” he continues his story.  “But inside that Neron, I saw hands waving.  I saw feet kicking.  I saw a little face.”  Emotions fill my father’s eyes, and I can only imagine how all of this must be affecting him.  “I got the child inside my ship.  I burned my hands trying to help her.”  He holds up his hands, displaying the red and white scars.  “But then, just like it was nothing at all, she waved her arms, and the Neron disappeared.  And there she was.  Just a toddler.” 
 
    A stifled sob comes from the Queen’s lips and she covers her mouth with one hand and lays the other on her chest as tears push their way onto her cheeks.  The young boy climbs into her lap and wraps his arms around her neck. 
 
    “I did not know what had happened,” my father continues.  “Little did I know that Cyrillius had just been there.  That this toddler had such power to blast a hole in an advanced ship.  That she’d been sucked out into space and abandoned for dead, but instead, had engulfed herself in Neron.  When no one from Glorra answered, I knew I had to protect that child at all costs.” 
 
    My heart swells, gratitude and love running through my veins.  “We went to Korpillion, in the U Sector, and my father raised me as if I were his own.  He knew the risk I was, if I ever found how to use my abilities again.  But he loved me, for almost my entire life.” 
 
    There’s a heavy moment of pause, as everyone processes the story that has just been told.  But then first the Queen and then the King rise to their feet, and they both engulf my father in an emotional embrace. 
 
    “Thank you,” the Queen cries softly.  “Thank you for being so selfless.” 
 
    “Thank you for protecting and loving our daughter,” the King says, his voice filled with weight and emotion. 
 
    And like there was some unspoken cue given, each of the chancellors and the other Nero rise from their seats, and head for the doors. 
 
    “Cyrillius is coming here,” I say to them.  “I don’t know if you have a way to search for him, but we need to prepare.  And find a way to make him pay for what he’s done.” 
 
    Hallus looks back at me before she walks out.  “Trust me, we will.” 
 
    I offer her just one smile before she walks out and closes the doors behind her. 
 
    The Queen turns back to me and she smiles as she wraps her arms around me next.  “I just can’t believe it,” she says.  “For us, it was just a moment, but here you are, and you’re a woman!” 
 
    I chuckle as I hug her back.  I can’t explain the feeling in my chest, but it just feels right.  “I wouldn’t believe it either, but we look so much alike.  How old are you?” 
 
    “Twenty-seven solars,” she says with a laugh, looking me in the eyes.  “And now you’re…twenty-four!” 
 
    “I can’t…”  I shake my head, relief flooding through me as we move through some of this hard stuff.  “This is crazy.  My fiancé is older than you!” 
 
    “Fiancé?” she demands, saying the word at the same time the King does.  Instantly, the King’s frame is stiff and tight, his brows furrowed. 
 
    I smile, stepping away from the Queen and to Valen’s side, where I take his hand in mine.  “This is a little unreal,” I say, laughing at the situation.  “But this is Valen.  We’re…” I don’t even know how to explain it all.  I’d say we’re going to be married, but we’re a million times more than that.  We’ve already done so much together.  “This is Valen.” 
 
    “It’s incredible to meet you,” Valen says in breathy awe.  He keeps looking from the Queen to me and then to the King as he finds all the pieces of them that make up me.   
 
    “This man, who looks as old as I am, is supposed to be marrying my three-solar-old daughter?” the King says in slight disgust and disbelief. 
 
    I laugh.  “Twenty-four,” I correct him.  “You’ll get used to it eventually.  And just how old are you?” 
 
    “I’m thirty-one,” he says. 
 
    “Maybe having a few solars on me will make you feel better,” Valen says, actually joking.  “I’m still only twenty-nine.” 
 
    “No,” the King says with a laugh, shaking his head.  “It doesn’t make me feel much better.” 
 
    Everyone in the room laughs, no one quite able to grasp the strangeness.   
 
    But there are two forgotten people in this room who have been quite silent. 
 
    “Oh,” I say, stepping back and turning to Edan.  “This is my best friend, Edan.” 
 
    The King steps forward, extending a hand.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Edan.  I am Odo.  And this is my wife, Illiana.  And our five-solar-old son, Lorian.” 
 
    Edan gives some kind of awkward greeting, but my mind has moved on.  I squat down beside Lorian, looking into his face. 
 
    He looks in mine, and somehow I’m not surprised or startled when he places his hands on either side of my face, and studies me close.  I place my hands over his small ones, and look back at him. 
 
    His little nose.  His slightly too big ears.  There’s a little scar just above his right eyebrow. 
 
    I don’t have any actual memories of him, but this face…I remember this face. 
 
    “How’d you get so big, Ero?” he asks, his brows knitted together in confusion. 
 
    I smile and shake my head.  I don’t even know how to explain, so instead, I open myself up to his touch, letting his mind see into mine. 
 
    I show him a very gentle version of my father rescuing me.  I show him the very tame version of my life.  And then the vision I saw of him and his family, and my race through space to come to them.  “It’s pretty crazy, huh?” I say in a soft voice. 
 
    With big eyes, he nods. 
 
    I smile.  “I’m so happy to see you again, Lorian.” 
 
    He might not understand everything, but I know he can feel who I am.  He wraps his little arms around my neck and hugs me.  I hug his tiny frame back. 
 
    I turn to find Illiana smiling, a hand over her chest, tears clinging to her eyelashes. 
 
    “There is still so much to discuss,” Odo says with a little smile.  “Why don’t we retire to the living quarters, and we can get to know one another?” 
 
    A jot of fear and anxiety shoots up my stomach.  Because there is still a lifetime to catch them up on. 
 
    But I’ve been given a miracle.  I can’t waste this opportunity. 
 
    So I nod, and hand-in-hand with Valen, we leave the room. 
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    A cool breeze ripples through the space as I step in through the door.  The white curtains around the door billow, letting me know exactly where my father went.  With quiet feet, I pad my way barefoot through the beautiful apartment space and head out to the balcony. 
 
    My father stands there with his hands on the rail, just looking out over the incredible surroundings. 
 
    “Don’t look so serious,” I joke.  “You’ll get wrinkles.” 
 
    His eyes slide over to me and he chuckles.  I stand beside him, mirroring his position.  Together, we look out over the City of Nero. 
 
    Spires of the tower rise up around us, jutting toward the sky.  But down below, I can see the bridges.  I see the homes in the valley below.  There are lights on in most of them.  Dusk has just fallen and the sky is cast in a brilliant hue of orange and purple. 
 
    Words from their King, that’s all it took to calm the population of Glorra Quin Lune.  For them, just hours ago, they were in a state of emergency.  They were all rallying together to stop Cyrillius from taking their princess.  And then it was just…over.  I was back.  They learned twenty solars had slipped by. 
 
    “I don’t know how they can be so calm,” I say, speaking my mind. 
 
    “I don’t think they really are,” my father says, looking over the homes.  “But what can they do?  Time has moved on, there is no immediate threat.  In many ways, this doesn’t affect them at all.  They don’t deal with the rest of the galaxy.  So, for them, the only thing that has changed, is you.” 
 
    I shake my head and my stomach knots with an anxious cramp.  “I feel like I’m in a fairy tale.  None of it feels real.  It doesn’t…connect.” 
 
    “For me, it’s like I’ve been in the fairy tale for twenty solars already,” he says.  “You were just a blind character.  Now your eyes have been opened to your role.” 
 
    “You’ll stay, right?  You know that no matter what, even though I’ve met them now, you’re always going to be my dad.  That’s never, ever going to change.”  I look over at him, studying his aging face.   
 
    He looks over at me, and he just studies me for a long time.  I think I see a small trace of grief in his eyes.  For solars, he thought my parents were dead.  That there was no chance of reuniting with them.  So I was his, one hundred percent. 
 
    And now that isn’t the case. 
 
    “You are my father,” I say the words again, slow, hard, confident. 
 
    He gives me a little smile, and then pulls me into his chest.  He wraps familiar arms around me, cradling my head against his chest with a familiar hand. 
 
    I’m a grown woman now, living her own life.  But I still need my dad. 
 
    “Of course I’ll stay,” he says.  “No matter what, as long as you want me.” 
 
    “Then that’s going to be forever,” I say, looping my arms around his waist and hugging him tight.  “I love you always.” 
 
    “No matter what,” he says. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My very skin is itching to get things done.  I’ve been running so hard, so fast, for so long, I’m having a hard time stopping. 
 
    But I give us a week.  An entire week to simply exist together.   
 
    Edan slinks around the tower.  I have no idea what he’s doing.  I know he’s bored, and I can’t blame him.  I think he expected more challenge to all this.  So I let him do his thing, going about and learning everything he can about the Nero and their technology, which is dated in some ways, but far more advanced than anything I’ve ever seen, in others. 
 
    But the rest of us, my father and Valen and I, we spend time with the family.  I still have a hard time calling them my family, because there’s just so much time missing for me.  
 
    But together, we get to know each other. 
 
    I tell them about my life.  About my childhood.  My father gets too much pleasure out of telling them all my embarrassing stories.  I tell them about my schooling and my job as an engineer.  I even tell them about making Neron weapons. 
 
    Neither of them seems to like the idea, but I only get dirty looks, not a rebuking. 
 
    I tell them about Zayne and our complicated relationship.  I explain Reena and our work together and how I can never tell if she hates me or not. 
 
    I describe my time on Salypso and tell them about Thomas and the Bahiri. 
 
    “Ah, the Bahiri,” Odo says in a weighted, exasperated tone. 
 
    “Please tell me you don’t have them here,” I say, my stomach turning just a little. 
 
    “Thank heavens, no,” he says, shaking his head.  “But they used to make an annual pilgrimage here, solars ago.” 
 
    “But they stopped?” I question, my brows furrowing. 
 
    “Resources grew more difficult to obtain as Dominion’s grasp tightened.  Eventually, the journey became too impossible.  And they had moved across to the other side of the galaxy.  It’s been…eighteen solars since I last saw any of them.” 
 
    “Thirty-eight solars,” Illiana corrects him. 
 
    It comes up, the awkward acknowledgement that the rest of the galaxy has moved on without them.  But they’re handling it amazingly well. 
 
    In those seven days, I’m surprised to find Valen bonding with Odo.  Maybe it’s their close age.  Maybe it’s that they’re both leaders.  But I often find them engaged in comfortable conversation, or the two of them disappearing into an office to talk about one thing or another. 
 
    I never would have anticipated it.  But I’m so slam grateful. 
 
    Valen needs more, others, who can see him for the man he is becoming. 
 
    “Have the two of you decided on a day for the wedding?”  
 
    I turn, finding Illiana walking up from behind. 
 
    I’m seated in a big, comfortable chair in a hall.  Down at the end of it there is a balcony.  On it, Valen talks to Odo. 
 
    Illiana comes to sit beside me in another chair. 
 
    “Not yet,” I say with a sigh.  “Our lives have been one endless stretch of insanity.  I don’t want to get married under strained conditions.  So, we’ll do it when things have settled down.” 
 
    “Don’t wait too long,” she says, looking at me with her piercing green eyes.  “You wouldn’t want the chance to pass you by.” 
 
    I chuckle.  “Maybe it makes me sound arrogant and too confident,” I say, looking back toward Valen.  I take a moment to appreciate his beautiful form, his narrow hips, his wide shoulders.  The black hair styled in a crazed yet fashionable way.  “But I’ve seen so many versions of our future.  And he’s always there.  We’ll get our opportunity when the time is right.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone look at someone the way he looks at you,” Illiana says.  When I look back at her, I see the intensity she’s looking at me with.  “Like you’re his personal savior.  I’ve never seen such reverence and gratitude in the face of any other.” 
 
    I offer her a little smile.  “He just needed someone to believe in him.” 
 
    Illiana shakes her head.  “I don’t know that it’s that simple.  What the two of you have…I think that’s something that only comes along once every hundred generations.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say, but her words make my heart swell with gratitude. 
 
    “That,” she says, pointing at my hands, which glow just as brightly as the day Valen and I made our oath, “is very rare.” 
 
    I curl my fingers, looking at the glowing veins.  They stretch up over my wrists, climbing their way to my elbows. 
 
    “Marriage vows can be broken, unfortunately,” Illiana says, looking into my eyes.  “Promises made between friends can fade.  But Neron knows when a promise made will never be broken.  I’ve only ever see evidence of that kind of vow twice before.” 
 
    “I meant every word I promised him,” I say, my voice quiet, but my heart is full. 
 
    “Come,” Illiana says with a smile, getting to her feet.  She extends a hand and pulls me to my own.  “You may not have a date set yet, but that doesn’t mean you can’t start thinking about your dress.” 
 
    I laugh, shaking my head.  Because the way my life is, thinking about something as material as a dress seems crazy. 
 
    But it’s exactly what I need on this day, a chance to do something simple, and bond with the woman who isn’t just biologically my mother, but is very quickly becoming my friend. 
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    “While you’ve been very sweetly bonding with new mommy and daddy, I’ve been in communication with Arden.” 
 
    I turn, finding Edan at my side.  I’m just about to walk into the information room when his voice jolts me out of my own thoughts. 
 
    “And?” I say, raising an eyebrow.  He follows me inside. 
 
    “And there were more Dominion soldiers left out there than we thought,” he says.  He goes straight for the white dome and taps on it.  A moment later, it shows a massive map of the galaxy.  Spread throughout it are hundreds of red dots.  “These are all the ships Dominion had with soldiers still aboard when you blew up Isroth and The Dominion.”  He taps the dome again and the image shifts.  There are only a third as many dots, and they’ve all shifted.  “These are the ships that are now headed our way, rallying to aide Cyrillius.” 
 
    I swear under my breath and start counting.  Twenty, thirty.  I count fifty-seven ships.  Some are still clear out in the E sector.  But others are right on the edge of the Y Sector, only a few days out from reaching Glorra. 
 
    “How do they know where to go?” I ask, looking at my friend.  “Valen took out their communications system.” 
 
    “My best guess is they’re hijacking someone else’s system,” Edan says in a bored, annoyed tone.  “Cyrillius is good at that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Do we have any idea where Cyrillius is right now?” I ask, already mentally planning our counter strike. 
 
    “It’s all based upon rumor and traitor reports,” Edan says, once more tapping the dome.  “But as far as the galaxy can gather, he’s somewhere in the W Sector.” 
 
    “So he’s still weeks out, possibly still a lunar,” I say, doing the mental calculations as I watch a fuzzy green dot pulse in the W Sector. 
 
    “But it won’t take that long for his lackeys to get here,” Edan says.  “We have no guarantee that his ships will attack as soon as they get here, maybe they’ll just find somewhere to park and wait for their master.  Not that we plan for that.” 
 
    I nod, agreeing.  “We need to talk to Odo.  It’s time to make a plan.  It’s time for Cyrillius to pay.” 
 
    Together, Edan and I step out of the information room, and set out to find the King of Glorra Quin Lune. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re not going to let them wait around for Cyrillius,” Odo says at the head of the war room.  It’s a large room at the very center of the tower on the very bottom level of the tower.  “I want our ships out there, intercepting theirs.  I don’t want any allies waiting for Cyrillius when he gets here.” 
 
    “Yes, my King,” a chorus of voices say in unison.  Thirty soldiers disband, heading out into the hangars that surround the war room. 
 
    Ever curious, I walk out the doors, going to watch them. 
 
    There are at least fifty ships here in this hangar, and from what I’ve heard, there are hundreds more hangars scattered across Glorra and each of the moons.  This system is well armed and equipped to defend themselves. 
 
    The soldiers slip into the ships and prepare for take-off. 
 
    I’ve never seen ships like these. 
 
    Yes, their technology is getting dated.  Those cores will have to be refueled far too often.  They couldn’t be out there for more than five days or so.  Their Neron weapons could be much more deadly, but these are fire cannons. 
 
    They’re designed in a way I’ve never seen before.  They’re sturdy and thick and built in a pill-shape that would make them incredibly maneuverable and small.  They’d be hard to hit. 
 
    I have ideas for new ships, and I think I know who I’ll share my designs with. 
 
    Standing between Valen and Odo, I watch as the ten ships smoothly sail out of the hangar, as if they haven’t been sitting unused for twenty solars. 
 
    “We need to be proactive in this,” Odo says, following their ascent with his eyes.  “I don’t like the idea of waiting here for Cyrillius’ arrival.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Valen says with a hard edge to his voice. 
 
    “I think we should go greet him, don’t you?” 
 
    I get nervous when Valen and Odo look at each other, and I swear there is some unspoken agreement that passes between the two of them. 
 
    “Your ship could find him in a matter of minutes, yes?” the King says. 
 
    “As long as we have a general target area to search,” Valen confirms. 
 
    “Come with me,” Odo says, and he turns, Valen following him, without a single word from me, like I’m not even there. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I say, annoyance flushing up the back of my neck.  “What the void do the two of you think you’re doing?” 
 
    They both turn and look back at me.  “This isn’t just about you, Nova,” Odo says.  And there’s a fresh, new darkness that I’ve never seen in his eyes before. 
 
    “When it comes down to it, you could never serve him the justice he deserves.” 
 
    Valen’s words chill me right down to my bones.  They twist in my stomach. 
 
    But in his eyes, I see what he says is true. 
 
    Whatever is in Valen’s mind, it is not the same level I would ever contrive. 
 
    So I don’t say anything, and I watch as the two of them walk back into the war room, and close the door behind them, leaving me out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I watch the first skirmish.  I’ve never seen anything like this fight. 
 
    I understand why there are three soldiers to each ship.  One flies the ship.  One fires the weapons.  And then there is a Nero to control the firepower. 
 
    With each shot, the Nero controls it, so every single shot finds its mark.  If it’s off, the Nero simply takes control of the Neron firepower and redirects it. 
 
    The Dominion ships can’t outrun them.  They can’t outpace them. 
 
    Their shields can only withstand so many shots.  Blast after blast find their exact mark.  And the first four ships who dared sail into the Z Sector are destroyed in less than twenty minutes. 
 
    Glorra’s ships land back on-planet with little more than a few scrapes. 
 
    For twenty-solar dated tech, they held their own without even breaking a sweat. 
 
    I watch as all those soldiers exit their ships, cheering and excited.  But as they go back to the war room, Odo doesn’t unlock the doors.  He only briefly glances up before waving them on.  He goes right back to his plans with Valen. 
 
    “I’ve been there for every second of this war,” I vent to Edan when I make my way up to the upper floors of the tower.  “I started this war.  Who the void do they think they are leaving me out for this part, the very end?” 
 
    “No offense, Princess,” Edan says as he stuffs some kind of food I’m not familiar with into his mouth.  He chews quickly, loudly.  He still eats like he’s starving, even though he’s been well fed for over a solar now.  “But you tend to forget that the universe doesn’t revolve around you.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I balk in offense, all of it taken. 
 
    Edan just shrugs and continues walking down the hall.  “We all have our lives, and while you’re pretty slam important, this didn’t actually start with you.” 
 
    I glare death at him, but hold my tongue. 
 
    “Cyrillius has been at this since before he was even born,” Edan continues, taking another bite.  “He snatched Valen and tortured him when he was just a kid.  Spent decades making Valen miserable.” 
 
    The darkness of Valen’s words come back to me, and the hatred in his eyes.  The way he curled his fingers into fists.   
 
    I know what Valen is capable of.  It’s largely thanks to Cyrillius. 
 
    Valen needs his revenge. 
 
    “Odo might be acting all calm and happy that you’re back,” Edan says, aiming us to a set of comfortable chairs on a balcony.  “But think about what he lost.  Cyrillius robbed him of your entire childhood.  All the important solars of your life where he would have been able to raise you and shape you into a person.  That’s just gone.  It’s gone for him, for Illiana.  For Lorian.  For all the people here who loved you enough to do what they did.  Odo is slagging pissed.” 
 
    He’s always come off so calm, so cool and collected.  So kind.   
 
    But Edan is right.  Cyrillius took twenty solars from him.  And I don’t really know the man.  I have no idea what this King is really like.  He rules the most powerful system in the entire galaxy.  And he does it at only thirty-one solars old.  Thirty-one true solars.  The Nero age incredibly slowly.  Wim only looks forty-something, but in reality is over one hundred.  Odo is exceptionally young.  He has to be a strong leader. 
 
    I swear, scrubbing my hands over my face.  “See, this is why I shouldn’t be in charge of anything.  This is why nobody should be looking to me.  Because I’m really slagging bad at this.” 
 
    Edan chuckles.  “Stars, you can be dramatic.” 
 
    I grab the pillow behind my back and throw it at him as hard as I can. 
 
    He just laughs, crossing his arms in front of him to block my weak blow. 
 
    “Why don’t you put your talents to better use and help me brainstorm ideas on how to ask Arden to go on a date with me,” he says, giving me a classic, manic Edan look. 
 
    “All this, and you’re thinking about dates?” I question, grateful for the change of topic. 
 
    “Time’s wasting,” he says, grinning like a madman.  “I’m twenty solars old.  It’s time to settle down, make a family, all that great slag.” 
 
    “You’re twenty,” I say with emphasis.  “I think you have time to get it all figured out.  And Arden has to be, like…ten solars older than you!” 
 
    “And Valen is five solars older than you,” Edan teases me back.  “Love knows no age.” 
 
    “Careful with your words,” I say, fixing him with a mocking, dark look.  “You’ll create justification for criminals.” 
 
    “That hurts, Nova,” he says, placing a hand over his chest.  “Do not criminalize my love.” 
 
    I just laugh, shaking my head.  But I reach over, taking Edan’s hand in mine, marveling once more that we ever found each other.  I marvel that I could ever be so lucky to have a soulmate like this. 
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    Odo and Valen still haven’t emerged from the war room, and I have nothing else to do.  So I head to the information room and I video-com to Kaelea. 
 
    It takes me five minutes, but finally, a familiar face fills the room, as real as if he was actually here, except it’s five times bigger than it should be. 
 
    “So, it’s really true?” he asks.  “The Frozen Kingdom is no longer frozen?” 
 
    I smile.  “I’m sitting on the planet now, so no.  And everyone is just fine.  Still reeling from finding out they were frozen in time for twenty solars, but fine.” 
 
    “We’ve seen the footage,” Lazarus says.  “Bardek was apparently tracking the cameras you took from him.  The whole galaxy is in awe, thinking you’re the most powerful Nero ever.  They don’t know whether to fear or worship you.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groan, shaking my head.  “Neither.  There’s…there’s a reason why I was able to do what I did, but I think I’m going to keep that to myself.  I’m already in too deep.” 
 
    “We’ll see how long you can manage that,” he says in a doubtful tone. 
 
    “I commed to see how things are going there,” I say, changing the subject.   
 
    He takes a moment to answer and I see him looking out and about.  I can’t see his surroundings, only him.  “Things aren’t easy,” he says.  “There’s been a small surge of individuals who thought they could be the next Cyrillius.  But they’re being crushed by their own planets before they can get any traction.  No one is a real threat.” 
 
    I swear, my stomach turning over in a knot.  I hadn’t even considered it, that some might look at Cyrillius demise as an opportunity. 
 
    “But the Neron council is almost fully formed,” he says.  “We hold our first summit in two weeks’ time.” 
 
    “And what about the planets?” I ask.  “Are things still operational?  Who’s regulating supplies to the planets?” 
 
    Lazarus shakes his head.  “That has been the difficult part.  Every planet is suffering to some degree right now.  Supplies have run low or been depleted while we figure this out.  But the galaxy has been surprisingly understanding.  They’re rallying, doing what they can to make do.” 
 
    I shake my head, filled with absolute awe.  It’s a testament to how much the galaxy truly wanted to be rid of Dominion’s hold.  I know people are suffering right now because of this.  The planets rely on Neron to power…everything.  Homes will be dark.  People won’t be able to cook food the way they’re used to.  Transportation will be grounded. 
 
    “They were truly ready, weren’t they?” I muse. 
 
    “They’ve been ready for solars,” Lazarus agrees. 
 
    “Lazarus,” I say, my tone growing serious.  “I don’t know when Valen or I will ever make it back.  I think… well, do you think that this…everything is at a point where it can move itself along?” 
 
    Lazarus is quiet for a moment, contemplating my confusing question.  “You’ve given this galaxy so much hope,” he answers me.  “You began something impossible.  What you’ve done is incredible.  I think you can do whatever you think you need to now, Nova.” 
 
    My throat grows tight, but I keep emotions from springing into my eyes.  I just give a nod, gratitude swelling in my chest. 
 
    “Is that Nova?” 
 
    A familiar voice comes through, and a moment later, Zayne’s face comes into view beside Lazarus.  “You fail at communication.” 
 
    I laugh, grateful for the change of topic.  Lazarus excuses himself, making room for Zayne’s very realistic form to fill the room. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say.  “Things are a little…crazy, overwhelming, busy here.” 
 
    “Things are a little crazy, overwhelming, busy here too,” he says, but from his tone, I can tell he isn’t truly upset with me.  We drop into an easy conversation and give each other updates.  I tell him the insanity of what I’ve learned on Glorra.  He tells me about the work he’s been doing on Kaelea, mostly keeping up with the communications systems, now that Kaelea has turned into the central hub of this new age.  And he tells me about Nymiah and Kyril’s work with Ellion.  Eventually the plan is to take him to Salypso to train with Zara and the others.  But it’s too far and there’s too much going on to leave yet. 
 
    “So life has just…moved on,” I muse.  “Everyone is finding a…new normal.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Zayne says with amazement.  “I want to say it almost seems too easy, but really, it wasn’t easy at all.” 
 
    I completely agree.  It seems impossible that we’ve gotten here, but the struggle along the way was immense. 
 
    “How long do you think it will take?” I ask, not even realizing I’ve vocalized my thoughts.  “Before more Nero begin to be born around the galaxy?” 
 
    Zayne lets out a breath, his eyebrows rising.  “I hadn’t even thought about that.  But…I would think at least a generation.  The populations are going to shift a lot over the next few decades.  It will be a while before the Neron planets have much of a population again.” 
 
    I nod.  “It’s hard to believe this is the way it once was.  That there were enough Nero around the galaxy they had their own war against each other.  There are plenty of Nero here, but having them throughout the galaxy… that’s different.” 
 
    Zayne agrees.  In the background, I hear a voice, and it sounds important as Zayne turns his head and responds. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve got to go,” he says.  “But, please keep in better touch, okay?” 
 
    “I will,” I promise, and I mean it. 
 
    I get one smile before the connection ends, and his face disappears. 
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    “Have you seen Odo?” 
 
    I’m heading toward the kitchens to find something to eat when Illiana’s voice cuts through the hallway. 
 
    I turn back, finding her with a concerned expression on her face. 
 
    “I haven’t seen him since early this morning,” she says.  “Before he was sending the ships out.  Have you seen him in the last…ten hours?” 
 
    My stomach drops.  Without saying a word, I head in the opposite direction.  “No, but I have a feeling I might know where he went.” 
 
    Illiana follows me, her beautiful dress billowing around her as she walks.  “And that would be?” 
 
    We step into the air lift and we dive down, down, down.  We step out onto the level with the transport center.  I walk through the door, and I take half a second to admire my own comfort level here.  I act like I belong.  I don’t hesitate. 
 
    I stalk straight to the woman at the information board. 
 
    “Is my ship still on Glorra?” I ask her. 
 
    She doesn’t even check the information flashing on her board in brilliant blue letters and numbers.  “No,” she says, her tone even and almost bored.  “Valen and King Odo took it out.” 
 
    “How long ago?” I demand.   
 
    “Approximately four hours ago.” 
 
    I step back from her, my eyes growing wide.  Four hours ago.  They could have traveled from here to the A sector and back again, twice. 
 
    “Nova?” the woman who is my biological mother asks in uncertainty. 
 
    “Valen and Odo went after Cyrillius,” I explain.  “They didn’t want to just wait here for him.  They didn’t want to give him the chance to cause trouble.” 
 
    Just then, there’s a loud beeping sound and then I see a wide hatch opening in the side of the tower. 
 
    “Speaking of,” the woman at the board says. 
 
    Illiana and I stand side by side, watching in awe as the side of the building opens up, huge and gaping, revealing the darkening sky outside.  And smooth and glorious, Deliverance slips into the opening and gently lands on the massive floor of the hangar. 
 
    The Queen and I walk out onto the floor of the hangar, and watch in suspense while the ship settles into its landing gear.  There’s a hiss and then the hatch begins to open. 
 
    The first thing I see is a pair of legs.  And I see the pulsing, crackling of a Neron shield.  As the hatch continues to lower, I am granted the full view of Cyrillius. 
 
    He walks down the ramp, fully engulfed in a bubble of Neron, more Neron circling his wrists behind his back, and some kind of band is strapped over his mouth. 
 
    Cyrillius looks at me with those black, weeping eyes, and I can feel every hateful thought he has toward me, pouring out of him as if they were real, tangible things.   
 
    His clothes are worn and lumpy looking.  He looks as if he’s lost nearly twenty pounds since I last saw him.  He was tall and sharp before, but now he’s angular and looks hunched like a crone. 
 
    He did this to himself.  He chose to consume Neron, knowing it would change him into a Kinduri.  All because he was filled with such greed.  His thirst for power was unquenchable, the cost never too high. 
 
    Odo walks down the ramp just behind Cyrillius, his hand outstretched, controlling the Neron.  And just behind him, comes Valen in the rear. 
 
    “Odo,” Illiana breathes, fear creeping into her voice.  “Why…why would you bring him here, knowing what he did?” 
 
    “Justice will be served on our terms this time,” Odo says, his voice filled with barely controlled rage. 
 
    He marches Cyrillius forward, aiming for another air lift. 
 
    As he’s walked past me, Cyrillius fixes those black eyes on me, silently pinning me there. 
 
    As I look into them, I am flooded with the memories of everything he has ever done to me and my family. 
 
    The dismantling of Korpillion.  The solars of torment he put Valen through.  His attempt to mentally manipulate me when we were on Isroth.  How he cut my father’s throat. 
 
    This man doesn’t deserve an ounce of mercy. 
 
    I fall to Valen’s side as we cross to the air lift, and I follow as we drop down, sinking into the belly of the tower. 
 
    When we step out, it’s into a dimly lit hallway.  There are dozens of doors that stretch in either direction.  They’re simple, plain doors, grey in color.  But every one of them has a band of Neron circling around the scanner pad in each door. 
 
    This is a prison. 
 
    Odo marches Cyrillius forward and then reaches forward, scanning his hand on a pad, and the door slides open. 
 
    He pushes Cyrillius inside and then closes the door once more. 
 
    As if they’re expecting the rebuking, Valen and Odo turn to face me and Illiana. 
 
    “Did he touch anyone?” I demand. 
 
    “No,” Valen answers. 
 
    “Did you hurt my ship capturing him?” I ask next. 
 
    “Not a scratch,” Odo responds. 
 
    My jaw is still tight as I glare at the two of them.  I don’t like being left out of things.  But I know they were right. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the right thing to be doing now, Odo?” Illiana asks.  Nervously, she looks to the door. 
 
    “He’s stolen solars from us, Illiana,” Odo says.  “He’s caused solars of pain and destruction.  We can’t let it continue.” 
 
    “Cyrillius must pay for his crimes,” Valen says, his voice low and dark. 
 
    Illiana gives a brief nod.  She places a hand on my arm.  “Do whatever you must to let go of your hate, then don’t let him steal another moment of your life.” 
 
    My eyes fix on her as she walks away.  Her words freeze me in place. 
 
    It’s true.  Cyrillius has stolen a million moments of my life.  I’m so tired of it. 
 
    This is my life.  I want it back.  Every bit of it. 
 
    “I want to go in there first,” I say, standing tall, my eyes fixed on the door. 
 
    They don’t question me.  They don’t fill my head with doubt.  Odo only steps forward, places his hand on the pad, unlocking the door, and lets me in. 
 
    Cyrillius sits in a chair in the middle of the room, his hands bound behind his back with Neron.  His mouth is free now. 
 
    Good. 
 
    I’m ready to have it out. 
 
    “Look at you,” he says, and even though he looks so different, his voice sounds exactly the same.  “Returned to your home for only weeks, but you’ve filled the role of demanding princess so well.” 
 
    “Look at you,” I spit back.  “Ruling the galaxy for solars, yet reduced to an addicted Kinduri.” 
 
    He looks up at me with his weeping black eyes.  Beads of black roll down his face, creating black trails over his now pale skin.   
 
    “A part of me wants to rip your throat out for everything you’ve done,” I say as I slowly walk around him.  “But that would be too quick of a death.  I’ve also thought about plucking your eyes out.  Surely that would be painful.  But that only takes away your ability to see.” 
 
    I come to stand in front of him again.   
 
    “I’ve thought about peeling your skin off, one major limb at a time,” I say, locking eyes with him.  “But that sounds exceptionally messy.” 
 
    I take a step closer to him.  I bend at the waist so that I’m eye-level with him. 
 
    “I hate you, Cyrillius,” I say, “but the word sounds too childish for the level of what I feel toward you.  I despise you.  I abhor you.  None of the words adequately capture what it is I feel for you, the person who tortured the man I love.  You, the man who has gone from planet to planet, destroying them.  The man who held my exceptionally innocent father as hostage and then cut his throat.” 
 
    He doesn’t say a word and hardly breathes as he meets my gaze.   
 
    “There truly aren’t words,” I say.  “And none of the things I’ve imagined doing to you would satisfy my desire for justice.” 
 
    I straighten and bring my hands up, fingers poised, arms strong.  I summon Neron.  It swirls around my hands, brilliant and willing. 
 
    “Because you would never feel any regret for your actions,” I continue my line of thought.  “But the Kinduri aren’t the only ones who can put thoughts into someone’s head.  I want you to feel what you should.  I want you to see what could have been.” 
 
    Shielded by my Neron, I close the distance between us, and I press my fingertips into Cyrillius’ temples. 
 
    He instantly hisses, as if he is in agony, though the only sting he should be feeling is that of the Neron itself touching his skin. 
 
    Oh, Cyrillius’ mind is an ugly place.  It’s sooty black.  It’s knotted into a million and five knots.  It’s slippery and damp. 
 
    I don’t know how he can stand being in here.  There’s so much greed and pride.  So much isolation and desperation. 
 
    So I push through his mind, and spill my own thoughts into his head. 
 
    I show him what he could have done when he inherited Dominion.  I show him changing policies.  I show him working with the planets instead of snatching everything from them. 
 
    I show Cyrillius what he could have had if he hadn’t been such a disgusting excuse for a human being. 
 
    I show him what he could have felt if he’d found someone who could have loved him.  I fill his heart with longing and desire, but mostly, love. 
 
    I put in his mind the excitement of children and the selfless love of having a family. 
 
    I show him how the galaxy could have loved him if he’d been an entirely different kind of leader.  He could have helped trillions.  He could have had such influence for good. 
 
    He could have become the first ever ally with Glorra Quin Lune.  He and Odo could have formed alliances that could have propelled us into an unknown level of peace. 
 
    I flood all his dark, slippery thoughts with my version of what could have been. 
 
    I press them down, further, further through his mind, sinking them down his spinal cord, down into his lungs, all the way into his stomach. 
 
    But I cannot push them into his heart. 
 
    Because Cyrillius is still Cyrillius. 
 
    His heart is filled with darkness and self-righteousness.   
 
    But as I stare into his eyes, as I see his entire frame tremble, I see what I think are actual tears, not just the black weeping.  They roll down his face.  His mouth is frozen open, his lips trembling. 
 
    “That is the future you could have shaped,” I say, keeping my fingertips firmly pressed into his temples.  “That is the life you could have had.  Maybe you never knew any better than what you became.  But I can’t believe that it is all nurture.  People rise above their upbringing all the time.  So I have to believe your choices were your own.  So I have to show you everything you missed out on.  All the opportunities you could have had.  This is the kind of person you could have been, Cyrillius.” 
 
    I press it all in on him harder, deeper. 
 
    His quaking doubles and he takes one, choked-off gasp. 
 
    “But it’s too late now,” I say, shaking my head.  “The world is moving on without you.  We can’t risk giving you another chance and you messing it all up.  I want you to live with this, this knowledge of what could have been, for the rest of your life.  However long that might be.” 
 
    I pull my fingers away from his temples and step backward.  I cross to the door, but pause there, looking back at the former galaxy dominator. 
 
    He looks quite pathetic right now.  His shoulders are shrugged up to his ears.  He can barely hold himself upright.  He’s trembling from his ears to his toes.  Thick, black streaks run down his face, to the sides of his nose, dripping onto the gray tunic he wears. 
 
    In this moment, it’s almost hard to believe he once controlled the galaxy with an iron fist. 
 
    Now he just sits there, staring at me with wide eyes, his mouth slightly agape, shaking. 
 
    “Whatever happens next, you deserve,” I say, my voice quiet and hoarse.  
 
    I place my hand on the keypad and it scans my hand, unlocking. 
 
    I look back at him one more time.  “Goodbye, Cyrillius.” 
 
    I pull the door open and walk out. 
 
    Outside, Valen and Odo silently wait, not having moved a muscle since I went into the prison cell.  But their chins lift when I walk out and close the door behind me.  Valen takes one step forward, but he doesn’t reach for me when he sees the peace in my eyes. 
 
    “I’m done with him,” I say.  And I marvel at it.  The true, actual peace I feel in my chest.  “He’s yours now.  Do whatever you feel you need to with him.” 
 
    I clasp my fingers together and head toward the air lift.  But with each step, I feel the air grow energized.  The lights dim and the entire space feels cold. 
 
    I glance back, just once. 
 
    Valen walks through that door, and I see something I’ve never seen before.  Neron is always blue, it always crackles and sparks, brilliant and beautiful.  But as Valen walks through the prison door to confront Cyrillius, the energy around his hands crackles dark and black.   
 
    I’ve never seen that level of darkness on Valen’s face.  I’ve never seen so much hatred. 
 
    Whatever he decides to do with Cyrillius, the man deserves. 
 
    I turn and continue to the air lift. 
 
    Just as I step onto it, I hear a deep, frantic, desperate scream.  
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    With how easily we destroyed the few ships that entered the Z Sector, no more of Cyrillius’ ships approach for another week.  We monitor their movements.  They’re all gathering just on the edge of the Sector.  First a dozen and then two.  And then there are four-dozen ships. 
 
    When their numbers are gathered they make their way toward Glorra Quin Lune. 
 
    But we didn’t sit idle while they gathered.  My father and I spent countless hours and days working on Glorra’s ships, updating them as we could, making sure they were ready to fly and fight. 
 
    And Odo showed me the miracle of having a planet full of Nero. 
 
    He took his very best, and with them, they pulled every asteroid and rock floating around the Sector and brought them within a league of Glorra.  The planet is now surrounded with a layer of boulders and rocks.   
 
    I didn’t understand the reason why, until I realized, all of them have some bits of Neron in them. 
 
    They’re ammunition.  Ammunition as big as the ships that will be coming after us. 
 
    The Nero didn’t even have to leave the planet to do it.  They only went to the top of the tower, where the observatory is, and they used the Neron in those rocks to pull them through space, through leagues of space, to come guard the planet. 
 
    It’s incredible.   
 
    A week after Valen and Odo captured Cyrillius, the ships make their final approach. 
 
    I wait in the war room with Odo, with Valen, with Edan and my father.  We’re surrounded by a dozen other leaders who specialize in the art of warfare. 
 
    And Cyrillius.  We all want him to witness his final downfall.  Valen keeps him contained in a cage of Neron so small, he’ll be burned if he breathes too deeply.  He’s gagged, because no one wants to hear his desperate pleas. 
 
    Seeing him for the first time after leaving him to Valen and Odo was shocking to say the least.  His hair is now snow white.  His skin is wrinkled and his back bent. 
 
    Cyrillius stole me and because of that, Odo and Illiana lost nearly twenty-one solars of my life. 
 
    That was Odo’s revenge. 
 
    With the touch of his fingertips to Cyrillius’ temple, Odo took twenty-one solars of Cyrillius’ life.  It shows that I still have a lot to learn about my abilities as a Nero.  I don’t know how it’s possible.  But like they were a physical, tangible thing, Odo sucked away solars, ageing the man in an instant. 
 
    He looks so frail, trapped in his cage now. 
 
    But not a soul here feels sorry for him.  Not after everything he’s done. 
 
    “This is King Odo of Glorra Quin Lune,” he says through a com.  Before us, we see a massive space, a perfectly realistic depiction of space and the ships that are approaching the planet.  “We’ve captured Cyrillius.  Though I’m sure you hadn’t heard that news yet, seeing as my future son-in-law took out your communication system.  But he’s here.  He is alive, for now.  But you won’t win this war.  We are well armed.  And we have 351,000,000 Nero in our system who are all ready for this fight.  And there’s nothing left for you to fight for.  Dominion is finished.” 
 
    My eyes fix on those ships, all poised and ready to fight.  My heart beats faster.  I wish they understood what they were truly facing.  Surely every one of them would turn around and never look back. 
 
    “This is my invitation to leave,” Odo continues.  I marvel at his ability to lead.  I can’t believe how commanding his voice is.  He has such clarity and confidence.  He’s only thirty-one solars, but he was truly born for this.  “Take your ships and go find a new life. Because I am warning you, if you pursue this lost cause, you will not survive.” 
 
    We all wait, breath held.  My eyes jump from one ship to another. 
 
    Leave, leave, leave, I think to myself, over and over.  Don’t die for nothing. 
 
    I think the stillness is going to kill me. 
 
    Then my heart leaps into my throat as one ship moves, turning back. 
 
    And another, then five, then seven ships power up their cores, turn back, and rocket back into space. 
 
    A cheer actually leaps from my lips.  I don’t even realize I’m on my feet. 
 
    But I watch as the firing hull of five of the ships glows brilliant blue, and then they fire on our line of asteroids, blasting dozens of them to pieces. 
 
    “Engage,” is the only word Odo gives as command. 
 
    Outside, exactly one hundred fighter ships lift off the planet and the moons. 
 
    Odo throws out his hands, as do dozens of other Nero up in the observatory. 
 
    On the projection, I see the asteroids launch into motion. 
 
    Most of them are only half the size of the last remaining Dominion ships, but those ships don’t stand a chance when a massive chunk of rock and Neron collides into them.  The sky alights with brilliant flames as fifteen ships break apart. 
 
    It’s incredible.  The Nero here on the planet slam those asteroids around with precision and as if they weigh nothing at all.  They rocket through space with such speed.  They twist and turn and change course almost immediately. 
 
    I could never make my power extend that far.  I could never have that kind of control. 
 
    Even Valen, who has been wielding his abilities for so long, can’t do this. 
 
    We still have so much more to learn as Nero. 
 
    My eyes turn from the projection to Cyrillius. 
 
    Inside his blue prison cell of fiery energy, he watches with wide, horrified eyes as Glorra’s ships reach the outer atmosphere and begin firing on the last of his ships.  Gagged so he can’t say a word, his mouth is forced open in a big O.   
 
    We all watch as the Dominion ships fire shot after shot.  Some of them make their marks.  But the shields withstand the blows. 
 
    Dominion doesn’t stand a chance.  Not with the crews our ships hold.  Their fire cannons blast off round after round.  And the Nero inside control every shot, curving and bending them with their abilities, so every Neron blast finds its exact target. 
 
    Within ten minutes, Dominion has lost half its ships. 
 
    One at a time, the Glorra fighters take out Dominion’s soldiers, its ships.  With one spectacular explosion at a time, they go down. 
 
    “Do you believe it now?” I ask, quiet enough only Cyrillius will hear me.  “Dominion is over.  The galaxy has moved on.  And this is your punishment.  To see it all end before your eyes.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything because he can’t.  But he stares straight ahead in horror as only two more of his ships show on the projection. 
 
    I see the look of concentration on Odo’s face.  And then in the corner of the projection, I see something massive. 
 
    An asteroid, five times larger than any of the others, comes careening through space. 
 
    It hits one ship, obliterating it with a ball of blue fire.  The second ship tries maneuvering out of the way, but it can’t move quick enough. 
 
    The asteroid crushes through it, demolishing it into space junk. 
 
    A cheer erupts in the war room.  War commissioners and controlling Nero high five one another.  They congratulate one another on a job well done. 
 
    I keep watching the thousands of pieces of scrap floating in space.  They all look small enough I can’t tell the parts of ships and human bodies apart, for which I’m grateful. 
 
    But I know that hundreds just died out there. 
 
    For nothing. 
 
    They followed Cyrillius like sheep, because he was the one who was in power for so long. 
 
    Adapt or die. 
 
    I guess it’s applicable in so many ways. 
 
    What a waste. 
 
    A hand slips into mine and I look up into Valen’s Neron blue eyes. 
 
    “It’s over,” he says in a gentle voice. 
 
    But I shake my head.  “Not yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cyrillius is taken back to his prison cell.  We all head to bed, and the planet of Glorra Quin Lune sleeps well and deep, knowing the object of their recent plight has been punished. 
 
    But I don’t sleep. 
 
    I stare up at the ceiling, a knot in my stomach. 
 
    The morning dawns brilliant and the entire planet is overflowing with excitement. 
 
    I’ve never seen an entire planet celebrate like Glorra does. 
 
    There’s a parade in the morning.  Down in the valley below the tower, there is a road that circles the entire thing.  There are endless celebrations in the streets, with dancers and artists, and I didn’t even know there was such a thing as Nero artists.  They paint living pictures in the air with Neron, show stories, create music. 
 
    It’s truly incredible.   
 
    I watch with my family on a platform just above the road.  We’re all dressed similarly.  I’m in a white dress with a high collar and elegant folds and pleats.  Silver and black and blue are interlaced in the silky fabric.  My hands are donned with white gloves. 
 
    The second I saw Valen, I lost my breath. 
 
    Valen always, always wears black.  He looks powerful and deadly and incredibly irresistible in black. 
 
    But seeing him dressed in white for the very first time…  He looked like a god.  A god who creates worlds and revives dead stars. 
 
    For nearly a full minute, I could only stare at him.  Finally, with a blushing smile, he’d taken my gloved hand in his gloved hand, and we went down to the celebration together. 
 
    When the parade spectacle is over, we all go back up to the tower, to the bridge level. 
 
    I was impressed by the parade.  But the feast up here is something I can hardly describe. 
 
    Spanning all six bridges that connect the mountains and fields to the tower, is an endless row of banquet tables.  White tablecloths stretch along them, and adorning the center of those tables, are broken, chiseled pieces of Neron.  They glitter in the sun, and I can just feel the power thrumming and pulsing through the air. 
 
    Once upon a time, the criminal I was felt guilty when I held a tiny shard of Neron from Reena’s illegal mine.  Any small bit of it was precious contraband.  But here…  Neron is scattered along these tables as if it is no more valuable than sand on Starvis. 
 
    The entire population in the valley surrounding the tower comes to dine at the tables along the bridges.  It’s a feast unlike anything I could have imagined.  There are endless varieties of fowl, legs of beasts so large, they take up the entire center of the table.  There are vegetables in such vibrant colors, I actually hesitate to consume them.  I taste fruit that leaves me moaning. 
 
    It’s so gluttonous, I feel guilty. 
 
    But Glorra deserves to celebrate. 
 
    After everything Cyrillius took from them, they made sure he could never do anything like that ever again. 
 
    He rots in a prison cell, and we dine in celebration. 
 
    “Why aren’t you smiling, Princess?” Edan leans over and asks in my ear. 
 
    I swallow my bite and I can barely force it down my throat.  “I’ve been smiling.” 
 
    “And if you think any of us up here next to you are buying that slag, you’ve lost your slam mind.” 
 
    I look at him, meeting his ever-tired eyes. 
 
    I really thought I was fooling them today.  I didn’t want to cause a scene. 
 
    But I can’t relax, can’t find peace until this is fully dealt with. 
 
    “I don’t know how to tell them,” I confess.  Partly to Edan, but mostly to myself. 
 
    “Tell who what?” he says, stabbing his fork into some kind of turtle.  At least I assume that’s what it is, considering the shell it is served in. 
 
    “Tell Odo and Illiana and Lorian, and everyone else looking at me like I’m a slam miracle, that I can’t stay.” 
 
    The door between our minds opens slightly and I feel Valen mentally prodding.  I let him in, discovering why I have been so melancholy on what should be an amazing day. 
 
    I feel his understanding, and to my surprise, I feel his own unease.  He’s always so serious and controlled, I never once saw it on his face. 
 
    He’s uneasy.  It’s not enough.  He isn’t satisfied. 
 
    There has to be more done. 
 
    We have an entire silent conversation, and together, we form a plan, a form of justice, without saying a single word, in the span of fifteen seconds. 
 
    “I have a feeling that whatever just made you space out is going to lead to something much more interesting than this massive waste of credits and resources,” Edan says through a mischievous grin spreading across his face. 
 
    And for the first time all day, a real smile begins forming on my face. 
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    The tears slipping quietly down Illiana’s face are ripping me apart right now.  She’s smiling at me and patting me on the shoulder and telling me that it’s okay, that she understands, but I can so clearly see what I’m doing to her right now. 
 
    Together, we all stand in the hangar, the doorway open.  Deliverance waits behind us, fully fueled and ready to depart.  Cyrillius is already aboard, in a medically induced sleep, surrounded by Neron, just to be safe. 
 
    Last night I told my family that I had to leave.  That I’d accomplished what I came here to do.  I sobbed as I told them that Valen and I had to deal with Cyrillius ourselves, before we could feel any sense of peace.  And that I needed to go live my own life.  I had to go find my own peace. 
 
    I can’t be what I was born to them to be.  I’m not a princess.  I’m not royalty.  Technically, Lorian was born before me, and as the firstborn, he will take the throne one day.  It has to be him. 
 
    I can’t be their backup. 
 
    And maybe because they can see how different I am, how affected I am by everything that has happened, they said they understood. 
 
    I can’t be Glorra Quin Lune’s princess. 
 
    I promised that I would visit often.  That we would be family forever.  With Deliverance, a visit was only thirty minutes away at any point in the galaxy. 
 
    Odo and Illiana didn’t like it.  But they accepted it.  They claimed they understood. 
 
    But I knew how hard this must be. 
 
    They’d just gotten me back after losing so many solars, so much of my life. 
 
    But I’ve sacrificed my own peace and happiness for others for so long. 
 
    I have to take care of me.  I have to take care of my new family.  Because that’s what Valen and I are—a family. 
 
    “I promise we will see each other again, soon,” I say as I hug Illiana.  She may feel more like an aunt than my mother, but I do love her, even after only spending a few weeks with her.   
 
    “I understand,” she says again, for at least the twentieth time since I told her I was leaving. 
 
    I smile at her, wishing I could make this easier. 
 
    I move on to Lorian, who still seems confused that I went from his three-solar-old baby sister to this woman who nearly looks as old as his mother. 
 
    “I want you to come visit me soon,” I say, tapping him on the nose.  “And I need you to take care of Mom and Dad.  Don’t let them be sad, okay?” 
 
    Lorian nods, though I can tell he doesn’t really understand.  “Promise, Ero.” 
 
    Another reason I can’t stay.  I will never get used to that name, and half this planet insists on calling me by it. 
 
    “Please let me help you,” Odo says as I step toward him.  He places his hands on my shoulders, very much like how my father does.  He looks into my eyes, and I look into his, marveling at how they are the exact same.  “You have so many resources available to you.  You don’t have to do this alone.” 
 
    “I’m not doing it alone,” I say with a smile, even as my eyes well slightly.  “I have so many with me.” 
 
    Even now, I feel them all behind me, ready to follow me anywhere.  I’m not sure I deserve it, but I’m so grateful for them. 
 
    Odo’s eyes well too, and he pulls me in for a solid, firm hug. 
 
    “Please let us know when your wedding will be,” Odo says softly.  “I would very much like to be there.” 
 
    “Of course,” I say with a breathy laugh. 
 
    We release one another.  And with much easier goodbyes, Edan, my father, and Valen set off for the ramp into our ship. 
 
    I take two steps before turning back.  “I love you,” I say.  And even though the level of our love will grow into what it should be someday, it is true today. 
 
    “We love you,” Illiana and Odo say at the same time.  She folds her hands over her heart, tears still rolling down her face.  Odo wraps an arm around her shoulders, hugging her into his side. 
 
    It isn’t fair, what happened.  But all we can do is adapt.  And move on with hope. 
 
    I turn and walk into the ship, with a part of my heart breaking. 
 
    I look back and wave as I press the control to close the ship.  Slowly, my view of the family I don’t remember is cut off. 
 
    I let out a hard, slow breath as I walk to the helm with my eyes fixed to the floor. 
 
    “It’s okay if you’re not alright,” my father says softly as I wrap my hands around the Neron. 
 
    I take one deep breath, my eyes fixing on the viewport that is showing us the opening out the side of the tower.  “It’s complicated.  But I am alright.” 
 
    He gives an unconvinced nod, and goes to take his seat and strap in. 
 
    “Lifting off,” Valen says, piloting the ship with absolute ease.  Gently, we rise up off the ground, and I’m grateful I can’t see my family as we glide out of the hangar.  I get one last view of this incredible city as we sail out over the valley and rise up.  There is the tower, glorious and spectacular.  There are the bridges, some of the most impressive architecture I’ve ever seen.  The mountains and fields surrounding are so beautiful. 
 
    We rise up and up, and my view gets distorted through the clouds.  Then we break through the atmosphere. 
 
    “Ready?” Valen asks, and it’s a multi-weighted question. 
 
    I take one small breath, staring into the void of space.  My heart beats hard, loud enough I hear it in my ears. 
 
    I nod once.  “I’m ready.” 
 
    Valen enters the command and the helm glows brighter and hotter, and we punch forward through space. 
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    “You’re seriously not going to tell us where the void we’re going?” my father growls through clenched teeth as we rocket forward. 
 
    “It’s more dramatic this way,” I tease him, even through the heat that feels like it’s melting the skin off my hands right now. 
 
    “About time things picked up again around here,” Edan says in manic glee. 
 
    Faster and faster we punch through space.  I have to wonder if we really are teleporting.  If we’re simply rocketing forward in a straight line from point A to point B, how are we not crashing into asteroids, suns, moons, planets?  Surely we’d hit into a thousand things when traveling so far. 
 
    But we don’t. 
 
    We make it from Glorra Quin Lune to the L Sector without a single ding. 
 
    There’s the familiar pop and the ship begins to slow, gliding forward. 
 
    And then there it is.  A planet I have yet to see with my own eyes, but have heard so many stories about. 
 
    Edan immediately starts laughing.  “Brilliant.  Absolutely slagging brilliant.” 
 
    “Is that…” my father says as he unbuckles and stands, going to the viewport.  “Is that Starvis?” 
 
    My chest is tight and my heart is in my throat.   
 
    “Yes,” Valen confirms, and in his voice, I hear every ounce of fear and dread that’s coursing through him. 
 
    There it is.  Big and orange.  It’s bright to look at.  I remember Valen saying something about how the sun never sets on a certain side of it.  The temperatures are always raging. 
 
    The entire thing is orange.  There are no traces of oceans or lakes.   
 
    Even from here, it doesn’t look like a place that can sustain life. 
 
    Valen spent the first seven solars of his life on that planet.  And then another solar when Cyrillius wanted to punish him for standing up to him. 
 
    “Can we wake him up now?” Edan asks with glee in his voice.  He walks over to where Cyrillius lies unconscious on the floor, contained in a cage of Neron.  “I can’t wait to see the look on his face.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Valen says.  There’s a slight tremor in his voice.  I notice he can’t look away from the planet.  His movements are stiff and tight. 
 
    I hate that he has to feel this way.  I hate that he’s filled with fearful memories.  I hate that this is his home planet. 
 
    But this is how it ends. 
 
    “Beginning descent,” Valen says, and gently, the ship glides forward once more.  Closer and closer, the orange planet grows bigger.  Without a word, we all watch the planet and Valen pilots Deliverance to his pre-determined destination. 
 
    We enter the atmosphere of Starvis and the sky grows blindingly white.  The orange grows more intense. 
 
    As I look around, all I see is sand.  It stretches out for kilometer after kilometer.  Then, in the far distance, I see white dots on the horizon. 
 
    Tents. 
 
    Valen once told me that the residents of Starvis are nomadic tribes.  They move from place to place, constantly searching for water and food. 
 
    He told me how he survived off of sand snakes and vultures. 
 
    I cringe at the thought. 
 
    Lower and lower we drop, and then we land in the middle of a vast expanse of sand. 
 
    My eyes immediately snap to Valen. 
 
    His jaw is tight.  His shoulders are set hard.  His eyes are so focused and fixed.  The moment we’ve landed, he stalks through the command deck to the hatch.  Without hesitation, he presses the pad to open it. 
 
    Immediately, hot air fills the ship.  It’s dry.  It tastes stale.  It blows hard enough to immediately spread sand across the floor. 
 
    Here, Valen stops.  He stands frozen at the opening of the ship, looking out at the orange planet that tried to kill him. 
 
    We all wait, just watching him for a good, solid minute. 
 
    Mentally, I trace my way down the bond, searching for his mind. 
 
    Do you want me to go out with you? I ask him. 
 
    He takes one breath, deep, but slow.  I see his shoulders rise and his chest expand with it.   
 
    No, he mentally answers.  I need to face it myself. 
 
    I swallow and nod, even though his back is turned to me. 
 
    Valen takes one last beat, before he strides down the ramp. 
 
    My father comes to my side, resting a hand on my shoulder.  “Is he going to be okay?” 
 
    I watch Valen as he treks out into the sand.  He walks twenty paces before he stops.  He looks around, taking deep, slow breaths. 
 
    “He will be,” I say. 
 
    It’s so strange that Valen came from this savage planet.  It’s a planet that refuses to embrace technology or any form of government.  They choose to remain in a primitive state.  They prefer violence and survival. 
 
    Once more, I find myself wondering about nature and nurture.  Maybe the way Valen turned out was because of both. 
 
    But we decide our own fate.  We can change our future. 
 
    We let Valen take it all in for a solid five minutes, and then I feel a mental invitation.  So I leave my father’s side and I walk down the ramp.  The sand is soft as my boots meet it.  But immediately, it finds its way inside, making my steps feel heavier and more difficult. 
 
    I trek across the sand, feeling the intense sun beat down onto my skin.  The air is so dry, I feel my skin already wanting to crack and split.  I already need some water. 
 
    I cast my eyes around, but all I see in every single direction is sand. 
 
    It seems so empty, so desolate.  It’s hard to imagine that there is an entire population that survives here, generation after generation. 
 
    I reach Valen’s side and I immediately wrap my arms around his waist, hugging myself into his side. 
 
    Natural and easy, Valen returns the gesture, wrapping his arms around me. 
 
    “I can’t believe it’s been fourteen solars since I was here last,” Valen says.  His voice is low, quiet, contemplative.  “It feels like yesterday.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything.  I hug him tighter, letting my love for him slip between our minds. 
 
    Valen is distracted though.  He keeps looking out over the horizon.  I wonder what he’s looking for. 
 
    It’s so strange to think that Valen had a family here once.  He’d had a mother and a father.  They were killed by another tribe when he was young.  He’d been away playing with some other children when it happened. 
 
    I marvel to think that Commander 12-3 had been one of those other children. 
 
    I’ve been incredibly lucky, my entire life.  I’ve always had others who loved me, who took care of me.  I never had to hunt for my own food.  I never had to search for water.  I always had clothes on my back and a protected place to sleep. 
 
    I’ve had such a good life. 
 
    And I vow to make Valen’s wonderful from here on out. 
 
    “Do you think you’ll ever want to come back here again after this?” I ask. 
 
    His eyes are fixed on the horizon and he lets them slide closed.  He takes in one slow, deep breath. 
 
    “No,” he finally answers.  His eyes open again.  “I need to let my past die.  I don’t want any of it.  All I want is my present, and our future.” 
 
    He looks down at me, and I’m filled with a million emotions as I look back up at him. 
 
    He lowers his face to mine, and then all I feel is peace as he kisses me. 
 
    Soft and gentle, that kiss is filled with a million promises.  It’s weighted with the future and all the possibilities it holds. 
 
    With one more sweet kiss of promise, Valen steps back, keeping my hand in his.  My father and Edan wait in the ship, watching us, anticipating the next step. 
 
    Valen stops at the base of the ramp, waiting in the sand, exactly as we planned.  I walk up the ramp, nodding to Edan as we cross the command deck. 
 
    “This is going to be grand,” Edan says with a manic smile as he grabs the blow dart from a cupboard on the wall.  We stand beside Cyrillius’ Neron cage, and Edan huffs into the tube.  A small needle sails out of it, sticking in Cyrillius’ arm. 
 
    Two seconds later, he bolts into a sitting position with an inhuman yell. 
 
    “Good morning,” I say, tilting my head to one side.  “I hope you slept well.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asks, standing in his cage.  “Where have we gone?” 
 
    “I think you have fond memories of this place,” Edan says with a wicked grin.   
 
    “Come with us,” I say.  I extend a hand out, taking control of the Neron.  I move his cage and he scrambles to stay in the center of it so he doesn’t eviscerate himself on the bars made of pure energy. 
 
    I walk him across the command deck, but Cyrillius halts when he sees the scene outside the ship, and Valen standing just at the end of the ramp, waiting for justice to be served. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” he demands, his black eyes turning back to me. 
 
    “You thought this was a just punishment fifteen solars ago,” I say, raising an eyebrow at the man who now looks eighty solars old.  “It only seemed fair that we bring this full circle.” 
 
    I push the Neron cage forward, forcing Cyrillius to step down the ramp.  He yells and protests, but I only smile in glee. 
 
    It really was the perfect plan. 
 
    “Valen!” Cyrillius yells as I march him past his former prisoner.  “You know that by bringing you here that I made you stronger.  I made you a survivor.” 
 
    “And now it’s time to see what kind of survivor you are,” Valen says, his voice dark and low.  He turns and watches me march him out into the sand.  Eventually I stop, but with my hand extended, I make the cage of Neron keep moving, forcing Cyrillius to keep walking further out into the sand. 
 
    Ten yards, fifteen, twenty. 
 
    “Looks like we have some company,” Edan’s voice carries out to me. 
 
    My eyes jerk to the horizon, and I have to search for a few seconds before I find what he means.  
 
    There, out a hundred yards from Deliverance, just to our right, stands a line of people.  They’re dressed in beige, rudimentary clothing.  Cloth covers their heads and necks. 
 
    They carry spears in their hands, every one of them. 
 
    The tribes of Starvis. 
 
    Fear crawls its way up my spine.  Valen has told me how these people fear anyone different from them.  They never trust outsiders.  They loathe technology and change. 
 
    We’re very much in danger if we stay here. 
 
    “Nova!” Cyrillius yells for me as he sees the people on the hill of sand.  “You are not a killer!” 
 
    “Oh, I won’t touch a single white hair on your head,” I say, raising my voice just loud enough he can hear me.  “But I will grant you the same opportunity you did Valen.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll be able to outrun them,” Valen says and the darkness in his voice chills me right to the bone.  “Maybe you won’t.” 
 
    Just then, the tribe members break into a run, heading right toward Cyrillius.   
 
    I release the Neron cage. 
 
    Cyrillius looks back toward us, just as we all back toward the ship. 
 
    He gauges the distance.  He’ll never make it back to the ship before we close it. 
 
    “Enjoy your time in void,” I say with a smile. 
 
    With absolute terror, Cyrillius turns and runs. 
 
    Valen smiles at me as he takes my hand and we walk up the ramp.  He smashes his hand against the pad, closing the hatch. 
 
    We hear spears hitting the side of the ship with small, light pings, but they could never damage our advanced vessel. 
 
    I go to the helm and Valen takes his place at the commands. 
 
    Through the viewport we’re granted a perfect view of Cyrillius’ retreating form. 
 
    The nomads are quickly gaining on him, spears held at the ready. 
 
    With a smile, I watch them all disappear over a hill, just as we lift into the air. 
 
    Without a backward look, we rise up and up out of the atmosphere, and as soon as we’re out, we jump forward through space again. 
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    It’s early morning when we land on Kaelea, which means it’s raining.  As the hatch lowers and we walk down the ramp, I’m in awe at how much it has changed in just the few weeks we’ve been gone. 
 
    There’s construction happening all around the base of operations.  New homes are being built in a circle around the rudimentary caves we’d been using.  Office buildings are popping up, already half way through construction. 
 
    And the working population looks to have tripled since we left. 
 
    “Bit early for arrival, don’t you think?”  
 
    I turn to find Lazarus Riot walking toward us through the dim morning.  Right at his side is his daughter, Cyra. 
 
    “Space knows no time,” I say with a controlled smile.  I shake his hand, because while he’s been essential to this revolution, we haven’t closely bonded. 
 
    He just chuckles and we head toward my old office, just a small building with two desks in it, mine and Valen’s. 
 
    “I really want you to give me good news,” I say as I sit on my desk rather than in my chair.  “I want you to tell me that everything is running perfectly smooth and that everything is working out without a hitch.” 
 
    “Aren’t you the optimist today,” Cyra says, smiling as she folds her arms over her chest. 
 
    I don’t smile. 
 
    My stomach is full of dread and anticipation. 
 
    “Orhemia is in upheaval,” Lazarus says.  He has no idea my father is from there, otherwise I think he would be trying to consult with him.  “They operated under Dominion in relative peace for solars.  They think they have the skills to take over, become the new regulators for the entire galaxy.  So there may be a new war erupting at some point.  But no one in the galaxy is supporting them.” 
 
    “Good,” I say with a nod. 
 
    “Do they have the forces to fight if this gets serious?” Valen asks.  He’s a soldier.  After being one for so many solars, it isn’t going to fade away any time soon. 
 
    “The Imperial Army is one of the most impressive in the galaxy,” Cyra speaks up.  “They’re advanced, organized.” 
 
    “But with the whole of the galaxy standing against them, their losses could be astronomical,” Lazarus continues.  “We don’t expect it to come to actual war.” 
 
    “We’re trying to make them see reason,” Cyra says. 
 
    I nod, my stomach twisting.  I realize then, that true peace throughout the galaxy just isn’t possible.  There will always be greed. 
 
    “And the council?” I ask.  “How did the summit go?” 
 
    Lazarus looks at his daughter and I see the glow of pride in his eyes.  “Cyra was voted head council.  The accords have been signed.  Positions have been hired out.  That’s what you see here, all the new bodies.  Kaelea has become the center of the new order.  We have representatives from all sectors coming here to represent the needs of each planet.” 
 
    I look at Valen and when I meet his eyes, I let my thoughts slip through to him. 
 
    This was once his planet.  The one place he could come to for solace.  To escape everything. 
 
    But it isn’t his anymore.  He offered it up the moment we invited the revolutionaries here. 
 
    Home. 
 
    Where the void is home anymore? 
 
    “The last of Dominion’s allies were destroyed at Glorra Quin Lune,” I say, looking back at Cyra and Lazarus.  “Cyrillius has been taken care of.” 
 
    “He’s dead?” Lazarus questions. 
 
    “As good as, if he isn’t yet,” Valen answers.  In his voice, I hear the satisfaction at justice. 
 
    “Then you’ve done the impossible,” Lazarus says, walking over and putting a hand on both my shoulder and Valen’s.  “You’ve ended centuries of tyranny.  You’ve sparked hope.  Brought about impossible change.” 
 
    Emotion bites the back of my throat and my eyes as I look up at Lazarus.  “Is it enough?” 
 
    My question holds many meanings.  And so much weight.  I’m so tired, so exhausted.  And it comes through in my voice. 
 
    Lazarus looks down at me and I can’t read all the emotions in his expression.  Pride.  Admiration.  Pity.  Other things I can’t define. 
 
    “It’s enough, Nova.” 
 
    Just one tear slips down my face as I nod my head.  He pats my shoulder.  “Go enjoy your life, you two.  You’ve done your part.  Let the galaxy figure out the rest.” 
 
    My heart is pounding so hard and so fast.  But I nod my head once, and reach for Valen’s hand. 
 
    We all walk out of the office into the breaking light of dawn.  People are beginning to wake now.  Construction workers head for the new edifices.  The whir of machinery sparks to life. 
 
    I pause, looking at it all.  It’s a miracle.  Truly.  What has happened here is indescribable. 
 
    Through the fading mist, a figure walks toward me. 
 
    I smile, my heart swelling at the sight of a familiar face. 
 
    “I kind of thought you were just going to slip off and we’d never hear from you again.” 
 
    Zayne stops just five steps in front of me. 
 
    “I’m getting a little tired of you yelling at me for that kind of behavior, so I figured I’d surprise you,” I counter. 
 
    He just shakes his head and closes the distance between us.  He wraps me into a tight, firm hug and I let go of Valen’s hand to hug him back. 
 
    We don’t say anything for a long time.  I just take a moment to appreciate that we can do this.  We’ve both been zipping back and forth across the galaxy.  But we started at the same point, and he was one of my people when I only had two of them. 
 
    Here we are.  Still supporting each other.  After a million things have changed. 
 
    This hasn’t. 
 
    “What now?” he asks without releasing me. 
 
    I take two breaths, considering. 
 
    “I think I’m ready to build my own house and have my own clothes.  And I think I want to get married.” 
 
    He pulls back from me a little bit, looking into my eyes.  “I think that sounds really great, Nova.  Do you mind some company?” 
 
    When did I turn into such a soft person?  Emotions well in my eyes once more and I shake my head.  “I would love that.” 
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    I wake long before the dawn breaks.  Alone in bed for the first time in the entire lunar we’ve been here, I walk out of the house.  Birds are chirping outside, even though dawn is still a little off. 
 
    Alone, I walk down the path that leads from the house, through the trees and toward the cliff’s edge. 
 
    I pull my shawl around my shoulders, and look out over the beauty that lies before me. 
 
    I’m on a high cliff, which drops straight down to the ocean.  To the north, the land tapers down, granting access to the water.  It stretches rugged and long, running up the coast.  Endless trees dot the land.  Parts of the shore are lined with pale pink sand, while others are broken with great, black rocks. 
 
    In the horizon, the moon hangs low and big, a sliver of a crescent. 
 
    I breathe in, relishing the fresh, crisp air. 
 
    Five weeks now.  We’ve been on this planet for five weeks, and already it feels more like home than anywhere else has. 
 
    After making sure everything was going to be okay without us on Kaelea, Valen and I and a few others got aboard Deliverance.  We took Ellion, the Nero child Cyrillius tried to corrupt, to Salypso.  He will train and live with Zara and Thomas and Evander until he is an adult and ready to make his own life choices. 
 
    And when we were finished, we returned to that empty planet Valen and I crash-landed on.  He and I, Zayne and Nymiah, my father, and Edan for the time being.  Kyril and Reena returned to Salypso and stayed with Ellion.  Almost as if they’re their own little family now. 
 
    So with our small crew, we went back to the planet Valen and I called home for nearly two lunars.  We requested supplies and within a week, the ship arrived. 
 
    We built homes.  Small and simple, but with everything we needed.  Just back there, away from the reach of the wind, we built our homes close together to form our own tiny community. 
 
    I doubt anyone but Valen and I will stay long term.  Eventually, I think the others will get bored.  They’ll want more out of life.  And we’ll probably get sick of only having each other for company after a while. 
 
    But for now, we’re happy. 
 
    It’s been a lunar, and I’ve never been happier. 
 
    We never named our planet.  A planet without a name is nearly impossible to find.  It doesn’t exist on any maps.  You can only find it if someone gives you the coordinates. 
 
    We’ll have peace and exist in quiet solitude for as long as we keep our mouths shut. 
 
    I plan to keep mine shut for a very, very long time. 
 
    Once more, I take in a deep breath, letting nature refresh me.  Slowly, the sun begins to rise and I let the dawn warm my skin. 
 
    I love it here.  I love my new life.  I love the people I am with. 
 
    I love that I can be me now, all the time.  With all my weaknesses and faults.  And almost no one is around to watch me. 
 
    Nova? 
 
    Her voice calls to me, unspoken.  It reaches softly into my mind, asking where I am. 
 
    A smile crosses my lips and I stride back across the clearing to where I can feel her. 
 
    Illiana steps out of my house when I get within sight.  She smiles at me, folding her hands in her lap.  She looks at me with pride and emotion. 
 
    “Are you ready for this day?” she asks. 
 
    As I look into her eyes, there isn’t any doubt in me as I nod. 
 
    So she takes my hand in hers and she leads me inside.   
 
    She helps me do my hair in elegant waves and curls, styled into a messy braid down the middle of my back.   
 
    She helps me apply my smudge mask, a symbol of where this began. 
 
    She assists me in slipping into my dress.   
 
    In my visions of the future it was solid red, intimidating and dominating. 
 
    I can’t hate those visions, because they helped direct me to know what to avoid and change. 
 
    But I can change the future. 
 
    My dress washes from solid white at the top to brilliant red at the bottom.  As if I’m rising up from the hardships of the past as a new person. 
 
    It hugs my hips and waist.  It accentuates my bust beautifully.  Long sleeves stretch down my arms.  The neck sweeps wide, exposing my collarbones. 
 
    I turn, looking at myself in the mirror when we’re finished. 
 
    I feel like me.  That is Nova.  That is the woman who is going to marry the man she loves today. 
 
    My mother, my friend, walks out to check on things.  I hear everyone getting ready.  I can hear voices.   
 
    Through them all, I hear Valen’s. 
 
    I turn into a dark corner of the house and close my eyes as I smile.  I slide down the bond, into Valen’s mind. 
 
    I replay our first telepathic conversation.  I remember our fear, our distrust.  I show him the first time I saw him in person.  The heartbreak of when he told me he couldn’t leave Cyrillius, when I called him to me on The Corsair.  The visions we were both tortured with while we tried to stay away from each other. 
 
    And our children, whom we both saw, that changed everything. 
 
    I replay our time here on this very planet when we had time to learn how to love each other.  I show Valen the first time I told him I loved him.  Then all the small moments between us, holding hands, kissing, loving. 
 
    Here we are, I say through the connection.  I smile, standing here alone.  Despite a million odds against us, here we are in this version that we chose for ourselves. 
 
    Thank you for saving me, Valen says.  He fills me with thoughts of appreciation and light. 
 
    I love you, I think to him. 
 
    I love you, he echoes. 
 
    I hear the door open.  “It’s time.” 
 
    It’s my father who says the words. 
 
    I open my eyes and turn. 
 
    He looks so wonderful in his white tunic.  His hair has been trimmed and his beard is cut.  Somehow, he looks five solars younger. 
 
    I smile as I see him, and walk across the house to his side. 
 
    “I couldn’t be prouder of the person you’ve become, Nova,” he says, placing his hands on either side of my face, looking from my eyes down into my soul.  “You’re the most beautiful person I’ve ever known.  Inside and out.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dad,” I breathe, my voice getting lost, “for everything.” 
 
    I feel the weight outside, everyone waiting for us. 
 
    So my dad loops my hand around his arm, laying his hand over mine, and together we walk out of the house. 
 
    There are a dozen people lined up where I stood just an hour ago.  The trees are now adorned in white and red strips of sheer fabric that float in the breeze.  It looks magical. 
 
    But my eyes fix on Valen and I can’t look away. 
 
    He wears white.  Simple trousers, an elegant tunic.  Embellished with red, to match my dress.  To represent our past and our future. 
 
    As I walk toward him, on my father’s arm, Valen bites his lower lip.  He can’t look away. 
 
    His eyes redden, and I smile as I walk toward him.  Just seven steps away, a tear slides from Valen’s eye, slipping down his cheek. 
 
    “Love her until your last breath,” my father says as he places my hands in Valen’s. 
 
    “Until the last star in the galaxy burns out,” Valen says with breathy reverence. 
 
    The Neron glowing in our hands and arms glows brighter, swelling as I look up into Valen’s Neron blue eyes. 
 
    This is right where I was always meant to be.  The galaxy decided it beforehand, but we chose this.  We fought for our version. 
 
    “The galaxy has never seen a love like this,” Odo says, standing before us.  Our loved ones gather around, listening closely to the words of the King of Glorra Quin Lune.  “Love for many is easy, natural.  But this kind of love was won with war and will.  This love was gained through selfless sacrifice.  Nova is the strongest, most determined person I know, but Valen is the most devoted I’ve yet seen.” 
 
    I stare up into Valen’s face, filled to the brim with so much happiness and peace. 
 
    “Valen, do you claim this woman as your eternal companion?” Odo asks.  “As your wife?” 
 
    “I claim her,” Valen says, staring right down to my soul.  That door between our minds is wide open, and there is no separation between his heart and my own. 
 
    “Nova, do you claim this man as your eternal companion?” Odo asks.  “As your husband?” 
 
    “I claim him,” I promise, never blinking. 
 
    “May Neron seal your souls together in the eternities,” Odo declares. 
 
    And Valen lowers his face and kisses my lips, gentle and permanent. 
 
    I feel our bodies glow, and at every connection, our lips, his hand on my hip, his fingertips at my chin, my hand on the back of his neck, I feel the Neron in our bodies intertwining, mine entering him, and his settling into me. 
 
    No longer two, we are one. 
 
    Forever bonded.  Forever sealed. 
 
    The small crowd cheers, and I kiss my husband deeper, ready for the rest of our new life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    I drag a hoe through the dirt, uprooting all the tiny weeds that attempt to climb through the soil.  Back and forth, between all the different rows of vegetables.   
 
    The sun is sinking in the horizon and there’s just a hint of chill in the air.  Fall is working its way toward us. 
 
    “Mom!  Ero is hungry again!” a young voice yells from the back door of the house. 
 
    “I’ll be there in just a minute,” I call back, grabbing the weeds and throwing them on the skiff. 
 
    But as I turn, I see the boy trekking across the grass, tiny Ero grasped in his arms.  Her little legs swing back and forth as he totters toward me. 
 
    “Talin!” I call out, leaping to him and catching the baby just before he drops her.  He looks up at me with big, serious eyes. 
 
    He looks so much like his father, I can’t yell at him. 
 
    “Come here,” I say, taking his hand and together, we walk over to the bench just to the side of the garden.  We settle in, side-by-side.  Ero fusses, rubbing her face into my chest.  I pull my top down and let her latch on and she greedily sucks away. 
 
    “What is daddy doing?” I ask, looking back down at Talin. 
 
    “He fixing the door in you room,” Talin responds, ever serious.  “He told me to wait, but Ero screams so loud.  It hurt my ears.” 
 
    “She does scream pretty loud,” I laugh, ruffling his black hair and pressing a kiss to the top of his head. 
 
    At three solars old, the boy looks just like his father, only with my nose.  He has Valen’s Neron blue eyes and Valen’s firm lips.  Even his toes are his fathers. 
 
    He’s smart beyond his solars and his curiosity about mechanics is insatiable.  He’s already attempting to build his own ship out of the scraps behind my workshop. 
 
    I hoped that maybe we could change his solemnness, knowing what to expect.  But he is a serious child.  He rarely smiles.  Not that he’s unhappy.  He always seems content.  But he takes everything so seriously. 
 
    It’s my new mission in life, to tell him five jokes a day and get at least one smile out of him before bedtime. 
 
    I look down at Ero, nursing away, even as her eyes flutter, about to close. 
 
    She has my blonde hair, my cheeks and chin, but Valen’s eyes.  She’s only five lunars old, but she’s as sweet as can be.  Quiet and content, always smiling.  Unless she’s hungry, then she can scream like a possessed Kinduri. 
 
    “Talin!” 
 
    Valen’s frantic call sounds from the house. 
 
    “We’re back here!” I call out to him. 
 
    He runs around the house, his eyes whipping every direction until they land on us, relaxing on the bench. 
 
    With a slightly exasperated sigh, he walks across the lawn to join us. 
 
    “I told you to wait,” Valen says, tapping Talin on the nose as he sits beside his son. 
 
    “Ero screams too loud,” he says matter-of-factly. 
 
    “That she does,” Valen attests, smiling and laughing.  He looks over, meeting my eyes.  “Sorry, I was trying to give you just a few more moments.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I say, shaking my head.  “Any longer and she would have scared Edan off again.” 
 
    “Too late for that,” Valen says.  “He took off this morning.” 
 
    I shake my head, but smile for my friend. 
 
    Who knew Arden Black had a younger sister?  The two of them have been inseparable since they met three solars ago.  Their wedding is in four weeks.  He still won’t give me a solid answer about where they plan to settle, which makes me think it’s nowhere in particular. 
 
    “Are Grandma and Grandpa coming today?” Talin asks, looking up at the sky.   
 
    “Three more days,” I say, looking up as well. 
 
    “And Uncle Lorian?  Aylo?  Atlas?” he asks with hope in his voice. 
 
    Lorian might be six solars older, but they’re the best of friends.  He plays with Talin and his twin younger siblings, the same age as my son, like they’re no different. 
 
    “Yes, they’re all coming,” I say, smiling. 
 
    The same day that I announced to Illiana and Odo that Valen and I were expecting a child, they let me know she was pregnant with twins.  A girl and a boy. 
 
    It means that there will never be a question if I will have to go back to Glorra Quin Lune as a ruler.  There is Lorian, and if anything terrible ever happened, there is now Aylo and Atlas. 
 
    I’m free to live my life. 
 
    Ero makes a deep, gurgling sigh, and I look down to find her fast asleep.  I cover myself back up and Valen takes her, curling her into his chest. 
 
    I lean into his side, laying my head on his shoulder, looking down at the sleeping baby. 
 
     Not wanting to feel left out, Talin crawls into my lap and looks down at his sister. 
 
    “I love you, Ero,” he says, watching as she makes milk bubbles in her sleep. 
 
    Love is a word we use a lot around our home.  It’s said in the morning.  Over dinner.  Five times before bed. 
 
    Talin will never know that no one said those words to his father until he was twenty-eight solars old.   
 
    He’d never know, because I make sure to tell him every chance I get. 
 
    “You’re such a good brother,” I tell my son, hugging him tight to my chest.  “You always protect her.” 
 
    He nods, still looking down at her sleeping face with so much admiration and love. 
 
    He may be somber, but he knows how to love with a greater capacity than any other child I’ve known. 
 
    Valen presses a kiss to the top of my head and I look up at him. 
 
    The expression in his eyes is so serious, so weighted.  I feel it down into my very soul. 
 
    Our life now is so quiet.  So predictable.  Some might call it boring. 
 
    But after everything we’ve been through, it’s exactly the life we dream of. 
 
    “I love you,” Valen says, soft and low. 
 
    I look into his blue eyes, filled to the brim with peace and happiness. 
 
    “I love you,” I tell him.  He leans down, pressing his lips to mine, and I marvel, that even after four solars of being his wife, I never get tired of kissing him.  I never tire of his hands on me, of running my fingers through his black hair.  I never wish to be anywhere but by his side. 
 
    And now we have so much more, more than just each other. 
 
    We fought for this family.  These two children are what changed everything. 
 
    And we made the future ours. 
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