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      I dug through the pile of discarded parts looking for something resembling a hand.

      “Rachel?”

      I jumped at the sound of Caspian’s voice. I regained my composure the best I could before turning around to face the door.

      The room was so tiny Caspian was only a few feet away even though he was hovering in the doorway and I was near the back wall. Piles of outdated equipment and robot parts separated us. The space was probably more akin to a closet than a room. “Hi.”

      “Hi?” He smiled yet frowned at the same time. It was an expression completely unique to him. The frown took nothing away from his handsome face—especially not his deep grey eyes.

      I straightened. “Is there a greeting you’d prefer?”

      “I thought you’d be getting ready.” He stepped into the room. It only took him a few steps before he reached me. He brushed some of my brown hair behind my ear.

      “Oh.” I put a hand to my chest. “I completely forgot.”

      “You forgot what tonight is?” The smile part of his expression disappeared.

      “No. I mean I forgot what time it was.” I looked down at my empty wrist. I’d taken off my watch while I worked.

      “Tonight means a lot to me.” He stood mere inches away. One more step and I’d be backed against the wall.

      I craned my neck to look up at him. He towered over me in a way that was beginning to bother me. “I know. And I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry enough that you’ll run and get ready?” He took my hand in his much larger one. “There’s still time if you leave now.”

      “I take it I can’t go in this?” I gestured down to my jumpsuit.

      “If anyone could pull off that look at a gala you could. But no. I thought you were going to wear the dress I had Alda make you.” He ran a hand through his black hair.

      “It’s a bit…” I trailed off. I hated how careful I had to be with Caspian nowadays. It was an unnatural feeling, the worry, and it had come out of nowhere as if someone else had taken over my brain and dropped in their own thoughts.

      “A bit what?” He tapped his foot impatiently.

      “Revealing.”

      “Revealing?” He tilted his head to the side. “I wouldn’t say that.”

      Of course he wouldn’t. He didn’t understand where I was coming from at all. “It’s backless.”

      “And your point is?” He gestured for me to continue.

      “Caspian… am I not entitled to have my own opinions on clothing anymore?”

      “Wear a shawl. No one will see your back then.”

      “Why would Alda have made that kind of dress for me?” I forced myself to maintain eye contact.

      “Are you implying I asked her to do it specifically?”

      I nodded. “Did you?”

      “She knows I love your back…” He grinned. “And your front.”

      “Speaking of which. The front dips kind of low too.” Far too low for my taste. I was much happier in a jumpsuit any day. I didn’t mind short things, maybe because my legs were nowhere near as long as the other women’s, but when it came to plunging necklines and backless gowns I wanted to run the other way.

      “Where did these conservative notions come from?” He picked up a broken leg from a decades old android. “The dress is similar to what all the others will be wearing tonight.”

      “Others from Andrelexa.”

      “You left Earth at five. You weren’t old enough to truly take on their norms.” He set down the leg.

      “I’m not wearing something I’m not comfortable with. I can’t do it.” There was a time when I would have done anything Caspian wanted but not anymore. It was almost as if a cloud had cleared and I was seeing a new side to him—and to everything else in my life.

      “Is that why you aren’t ready yet? You didn’t want to wear the dress?”

      “I’m not wearing it.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “If you want me at the gala I’ll select something else from my closet.”

      “You can wear anything you want.” He squeezed my hand. “You know I only want you to be happy.”

      “Yes, but you’ll mope.”

      He swung our arms. “I never mope.”

      “You do.” I rested the sole of my shoe against the wall behind me. “Frequently.”

      He took my other hand so he held them both. “In all seriousness, I need a promise from you.”

      I braced myself for a moment before replying. “Yes?”

      “You’ll be there?”

      “Wearing what I choose?” If I didn’t stand my ground now I’d never have a voice.

      “Yes. Wearing anything you want. Even this jumpsuit.” He ran his eyes up and down my body. “But I need you there.”

      “I’ll go for you.” Despite my annoyance at the dress he had had made for me, Caspian had never been anything but good to me. He’d always been my best friend and confidant. I couldn’t leave him hanging at his greatest moment.

      “Don’t you want to be there anyway?” His grey eyes clouded over. “I thought by now you’d concern yourself with my advancement.”

      “Caspian…”

      “What?” He ran his thumb over my wrist, making tiny circles. “You’ve known my feelings since we were still children.”

      “Yes. You’ve made them very clear.”

      “And you declared the same thing when asked.” He brushed his lips over my ear. “I know you are ready to move on to the next phase with me.”

      “Telling me I don’t know my own feelings of readiness isn’t going to win me over to your point of view.”

      “I shouldn’t have to win you over.” His expression darkened.

      “Caspian, stop. Okay? I’ll be there. And I’ll even wear that dress if it makes you happy.”

      “It would make me very happy.” He smiled. He’d won just as he’d known he would. There were few and far between who could ever deny the prince what he wanted.

      “But after this…” I trailed off.

      “After this what?”

      “We need to talk.” I forced myself to say the words so I’d be held to them.

      “Aren’t we talking now?” He released one of my hands and placed his hand on my hip.

      “You could have anyone. Especially someone who’s really from here. You don’t have to wait for me.” At one time saying those words would have broken me. But they were strangely easy to say now.

      “And I’ve already made my choice. Nothing is going to change that. I’ll wait as long as I have to for you to feel ready.” He kissed my hand and turned away.

      Within a few steps he was back in the hallway and out of view.

      I waited a few moments. Wishing I had a choice. I had absolutely no interest in attending the gala, but Caspian would never forgive me for failing to show up. Neither would Telton. My stomach turned. He was already angry with me. I couldn’t make it worse. And worse than all that would be Caspian’s father, the Emperor. Even Caspian wouldn’t be able to protect me from his wrath.

      I organized a few of the old android pieces before pulling myself from the room. I’d finish later. If I didn’t leave soon I’d never get ready in time.

      I stepped into the brightly lit hall of the palace. My footsteps were silent on the dark, rubber-like floors. I stopped to look out the window—struck as always as the two moons of Andrelexa crisscrossed each other in the sky. I could have stayed and watched for hours, but I didn’t have the luxury of time.

      I nodded in greeting to a few guards as I made my way to my room. They never said much to me, but I could tell they didn’t understand why the royal family kept me around. I didn’t blame them for the confusion. I had the same question.

      Alda was already waiting in the doorway, ready to usher me in. “There you are.” She closed the door behind us. “I was beginning to think you’d forgotten what night it was.”

      “I’m here.” I held my chin up, willing my qualms to disappear.

      Her bright topaz eyes were full of worry. “Yet you don’t look happy about it?” She put her warm hands on my shoulders. “Tell me what’s going on inside that head of yours.”

      “You’ve known me since I was a child, yet you seem surprised I wouldn’t be eager for a gala. I never enjoy big events.”

      “It’s a big night for Caspian.” She released my shoulders.

      “It is a big night. For him.” I was growing tired of everyone’s assumptions that just because something was important to him it was important to me. We’d been considered a pair practically since I arrived at the palace. As a child I never questioned it, but now it seemed odd. Why would a royal—the prince—want a mate from another planet? What could I possibly offer him that a native wouldn’t be able to give him ten times over?

      Alda put a hand on her hip. “You are going to get yourself in trouble if you don’t watch out.”

      “You say it as if I weren’t in trouble already.” It was hard to argue with Alda. Once my nanny she was now more of a mother figure. Lately she had begun to feel like a friend.

      “Telton wants what’s best for you.” She smoothed down her silver gown. The straps were braided with glowing golden strands. The same gold was braided into her long dark hair. She was as beautiful as she always was. A few wrinkles on her face were the only physical signs that she was well over fifty now. The people of Andrelexa aged extremely well.

      “No. He wants what’s best for him.” I’d glorified my adoptive father in the beginning, but as I only saw him once or twice a year anymore, I’d stopped caring so much about his opinion of me.

      Alda stepped toward me and gripped both my arms with her hands. “Is it someone else?” Her eyes bore into mine. “Tell me the truth.”

      “Someone else? Please.” I laughed dryly. “Have I even had the chance to get to know someone else?” Every moment of my life since arriving on Andrelexa had been determined for me. I’d spent the past few nights sitting up and trying to understand how I’d let it happen. Had it been fear? Heartbreak? It was excusable when I was younger, but I wasn’t so young anymore.

      “Caspian is a born leader. He is going to do great things.”

      “I don’t doubt that for a second. But he can do those things without me by his side.” And he’d be better off if he selected someone else. He deserved someone that was devoted to him, and everyone else had to have seen it.

      “I’ve seen the way you two look at each other. There’s attraction going both ways.”

      “Anyone who’s looked at Caspian is attracted.” With his tall (even by Lexa standards) muscular frame, pitch black hair, and stormy grey eyes, his physical attractiveness was impossible to deny. When he smiled you felt it in every grain of your being, and some unsuspecting visitors to the palace nearly ended up as puddles on the floor. And to make matters worse he seemed oblivious to his effect on others. He didn’t flaunt his good looks; they were just there.

      Alda chuckled. “So what’s the problem?”

      “The problem is I have other plans for my life.”

      “Other plans? Is this about joining the Explorers?” She said the name of the elite arm of the Andrelexa royal forces with distaste.

      “You mean following in my father’s footsteps?” I’d spin it any way I had to. I couldn’t spend the rest of my life confined to the palace. I needed to get out.

      “This isn’t about Telton, and you know it. You want to run away, but you need to get that idea out of your head. You are here for a reason. You’re not a child anymore. It’s time to accept that.” She pulled a gold and red gown from the closet.

      My stomach churned as I eyed the slinky fabric. “I’m not going to wear that.”

      “Why not?” Alda held it out. “I spent hours on it.”

      “And I told you not to. I told you I don’t like the—”

      “Back and front. Yes.” She smiled. “And you truly thought I’d make you wear something you were uncomfortable in?”

      “The last fitting it was exactly that way.” And I’d nearly thrown a fit. The only thing stopping me from destroying the dress was understanding how much time it took Alda to make.

      “Because I knew Caspian would be checking. I may have made a few modifications since then.”

      “Modifications?” A small well of hope grew inside me.

      “Try it. If you still hate it you can wear something else.” She helped me into the delicate gown.

      I walked over to the double mirror. “The back still dips lower than I like.”

      “But it’s not backless,” Alda pointed out.

      She was right about that. I’d take it. “No, but the front feels more revealing than I’d normally wear.”

      “It shows nothing you don’t want to show.” She pushed down the straps so they sat midway down my shoulders the way they were designed to lay.

      Despite not absolutely loving the neckline or back, it was far superior to the last version I’d tried on. “I’m sorry I doubted you, Alda.”

      “Good. Now please at least behave tonight so Caspian isn’t too angry with me.”

      “He shouldn’t be angry. This is a much more beautiful dress now.” I held out the skirt, marveling at the intricate jewels she’d sewed in.

      “A beautiful dress for a beautiful woman. I wonder if you take after your mother.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t remember her at all.” I fought back tears that threatened to spill.

      “That’s okay. She loved you enough to send you away.” Alda squeezed my hands. “Now on to your hair.”

      “I’d prefer to wear it down.”

      “Really? It’s tradition for you to wear it up.”

      “Since when have I been traditional? I’m not the one being advanced. I’m just there to watch.”

      “Will you at least wear the gold slippers?”

      “Yes. Those are comfortable.”

      Alda smiled. “I hope you realize he’s not going to change his mind.” She set the slippers down in front of me. “No matter what you look like tonight, he’s not going to turn his sights to someone else.”

      “That’s not what this is about.” I slipped into the shoes.

      “No?” She ran her fingers through my hair to smooth it out without losing the waves. Most of the women of Andrelexa had smooth, straight hair. Mine was a frizzy mess unless I took the time to straighten it out or accentuate the waves that were already there.

      “No.”

      “I warned you to be careful. I will do it again.”

      “And I told you I’m already in trouble.”

      “By Telton.” She sprayed a mist all around me. It was Caspian’s favorite scent. Of course.

      “Yes.”

      “There are others whose punishments may be much worse.”

      “Caspian isn’t going to punish me.” He knew his anger and disappointment would be enough.

      “No.” She nodded. “I agree with you there, but his father may not be so forgiving.”

      I recoiled thinking about the Emperor. “I’ll stay clear of him.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      “Will you be blamed if I wear my hair down?” My silly preferences weren’t worth getting Alda in trouble.

      “Not if you let me braid in some gold strands.”

      “Deal.” I took a seat on a stool. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sensation of Alda working on my hair.

      “All done.”

      I opened my eyes. “It looks great. Thank you.”

      She beamed. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” I ran my fingers over the gold.

      “But sad.”

      “I am sad.” Without thinking I spoke my thoughts out loud.

      “Try to be happy tonight.”

      “For Caspian. Yes.” I would do what I had to do.

      “And for yourself. You can be happy in this life.” She kissed the top of my head before leaving me all alone in my room.
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      The jarring music gave me a headache before I even reached the ballroom. Even after thirteen years on Andrelexa I still hadn’t gotten used to their love of dissonance in music and their complete lack of rhythm. It was the primary reason I’d ended my music education as soon as I was allowed.

      Instead I held onto vague memories of the music my aunt played for me in New Orleans. I could no longer quite remember any particular songs, but I could remember the way the music made me feel. It was nothing like the sounds I was hearing now.

      I wrapped my shawl tightly around me as I stepped through the extra-large doorway and into the crowded ballroom.

      With each step I scanned the room carefully, looking for the best path to the back corner. If I played my cards right I could spend the first portion of the evening alone and as far from the music as possible.

      “Rachel.”

      I winced before turning around. Gardenia stood with her arms folded.

      “Good evening.” I bowed slightly to Caspian’s sister.

      “Oh.” She let her eyes slide over me. “You changed your dress, didn’t you?”

      “Not much. I love your dress.” I tried to take the pressure off me, even though love wasn’t the right word for how I felt about the plunging neckline of the gold dress she wore. She had far more on display than I’d ever feel comfortable with, but she wore it with a confidence I’d also never have.

      “Is it so hard to try to do what’s asked of you?”

      I winced at her angry tone. “I’m here. I dressed up.”

      “And you were trying to slink away and hide.” She nodded toward the corner where I’d been headed.

      “I didn’t want to be in the way.”

      “My brother deserves better than this.” Her violet eyes were icy.

      I said nothing. She was right, but I couldn’t say it out loud.

      “What? Nothing? You’re not going to try to make excuses? Blame our talented musicians? Blame it on difficulty sleeping?”

      “Your brother deserves anyone he desires.”

      “Whether you like it or not, it’s you.” She clasped her hands together in front of her.

      I bit back my response. There was nothing I could say. Until recently I’d been thrilled at the prospect of spending my life as Caspian’s life mate, but something had changed in me, and Gardenia knew me well enough to notice.

      “I could help you. I know how to fix everything.” Her eyes weren’t quite so icy, but the friendliness that used to lie behind them wasn’t exactly back. I’d made a mistake letting my guard down around her.

      “I am fine. I don’t need anything.” I steeled myself. “But I appreciate your offer of help.”

      “Don’t ruin tonight for him.”

      “As I said, I’m trying to stay out of the way. I’d think you’d prefer that.”

      “Why would I prefer it? You were the one chosen by my brother. It’s over. Push those useless dreams out of your head.”

      “It’s always nice to see you, Gardenia.” I turned before it became entirely obvious how easily she could hurt me.

      She put a hand on my shoulder. “You can’t run away from this. You need to march over to the dais and greet Caspian in the traditional manner.”

      “Even if I’m dressed so inappropriately as you suggest?”

      “I never said it was inappropriate.” She pursed her lips. “But I like it better the other way.” She yanked at my shawl, pulling it from me.

      I reached for it, but her grip was twice as strong as mine. “That’s better. Nearly acceptable. Everyone knows you’re from off-planet. Maybe they’ll forgive you.”

      “You want your brother to end up with someone else.” There was no way she could deny it. I’d always known it, even if she’d hidden it well for years.

      “What I want has nothing to do with this. It is his choice.”

      “I might have an idea.” It could also be a huge risk, but I was feeling daring.

      “An idea?”

      “You want to get rid of me.” I just laid it out there.

      “Don’t make this about me. Or you. I have nothing against you.”

      “But you want me far away from your brother.” I glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one was listening.

      “That would break his heart. It can’t happen.”

      “You could help me leave with the next batch of Explorers. I’d be out of your hair forever.”

      “And my brother would hate me for life.”

      “But I’d be gone.” I bit my lip. “By the time I come back you could find him someone else.”

      “I should have you imprisoned for even suggesting it.”

      “Then what’s stopping you?” I was pushing my luck. As Alda said, I was going to get myself in trouble.

      “My brother’s heart.” She grabbed both of my hands while still holding onto my shawl. “In life we accept the lot we are given. I accept you as his life mate. You need to accept it too.”

      “I accept it.” I was done arguing with her.

      “Then go.” She released my hands and spun me so I was facing the dais. “And smile. Remember all Caspian has done for you.”

      Making a scene wouldn’t help my cause. I started over toward the dais.

      “Hello, girlie.” A low scratchy voice came from right behind me.

      I turned, coming face to face with a man I’d never seen before. He wasn’t Lexa. His red eyes and cracked skin set him apart, and I’d never met anyone who’d looked like him before. But looks were only skin deep. Just because his eyes frightened me didn’t mean I shouldn’t be polite. “Hello. How are you this evening?”

      “Better than you will be soon.”

      “Excuse me?” I tensed.

      “Better than I was.” He quickly walked away, disappearing into the crowd.

      I stood there frozen for a moment, trying to figure out if I’d heard him right the first time. I glanced toward the dais and met Caspian’s gaze. I forced a smile and headed in his direction. When I reached the stairs I bowed, playing along with traditions I didn’t really believe in.

      He walked down the stairs and took my hand. “You look beautiful.” He ran his hands through my hair. “I almost don’t mind that you had Alda alter the dress.”

      “It’s still revealing.”

      “It’s beautiful. Why you want to hide your body so much is beyond me. With how beautiful you are…”

      “You look handsome too.” I ran my hand down the front of his tunic. “Although noticeably not revealing.”

      “No one wants the men to dress that way.”

      “Of course not.”

      “I’d be happy to change into something more revealing after the ceremony if you’d like.” He winked.

      “That won’t be necessary.” I forced a smile. “Don’t you need to return to the dais?”

      “You mean, don’t we?”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “There is a seat waiting for you.”

      “But I’m not part of your family. Why would I sit up there?” Dread built up in the pit of my stomach.

      “Because of who you are to me.” He took my hand, and in a blur he led me up the narrow staircase.

      I snapped out of my daze long enough to bow before his father and mother. Gardenia was still mingling in the crowd. “Good evening.”

      “It is a good evening.” Caspian’s father—our Emperor— responded.

      I nodded and looked for an empty seat.

      Caspian released my hand as he returned down the stairs to greet more guests. I was alone on the dais with his parents.

      “I saw you trying to hide earlier.” The Emperor’s eyes met mine. “Were you trying to duck out of your duties?”

      “No. I was trying to stay out of the way.” I bowed my head down as an excuse to avoid further eye contact.

      “Your job is to be in the middle of things. Especially now.” He tapped his foot. “It is bad enough Caspian is taking his advancement without an heir on the way. Do you wish to make things worse?”

      An heir on the way? Even Caspian didn’t talk about those things. I was frozen. I had no idea what to say. Caspian’s mother sat silently, barely glancing in my direction.

      Caspian finally returned to the dais, taking the seat beside me.

      “I was reminding Rachel we are all waiting for an heir.” The Emperor used the word again.

      “All in good time, Father.” Caspian linked his hand with mine.

      “Yes. All in good time.” The Emperor’s eyes twinkled, and warning bells went off. He was happy, which was likely bad news for me.

      I sat up as straight as I could and looked out into the crowd. I recognized some of the faces, but others were unknown. An advancement gala brought in visitors from all over the other galaxies. One such unfamiliar face was staring at me. The frightening man from earlier. His red eyes met mine, and his thin lips twisted into a smile. A shudder ran through me. I looked away.

      The Emperor started the ceremony. Caspian rose and met his father in the center of the stage. He bowed his head as his father chanted a few lines. Caspian repeated the lines. The musicians played a short piece; the crowd cheered. And that was it. Caspian had been advanced to heir to the Emperor. He was considered ready to take over as soon as his father abdicated. The ceremony was more symbolic than anything. There was no question who was taking over the reins next.

      I waited for a signal that it was time to leave. It was strange watching the ceremony from the dais. I felt like a fraud sitting where I didn’t belong.

      “If I can have your attention for a few moments longer,” Caspian addressed the crowd. “Rachel?” He turned toward me and held out his hand. “Would you please join me?”

      My chest clenched. What was going on? The ceremony was over.

      He stepped closer and took my hand. His eyes locked on mine, and I knew I had no choice but to get up and follow him.

      He led us back to the same spot he’d just been standing with his father. He pulled an unassuming gold chain from his pocket. It was tiny, and when you looked closely you could see iridescent specks of jewels. I knew exactly what that chain was made of. I closed my eyes. Maybe this was all a dream. Maybe it would all go away.

      “Rachel?”

      I opened my eyes, and he was now holding a golden medallion—one that perfectly matched the ring he wore and represented the royal family. He slipped it onto the chain. “And so the circle continues forever.” He held the chain out toward me.

      I didn’t bend my head. I didn’t say a word. I stood there in a state of shock as he put the golden chain around my neck and clasped it.

      “And so the circle continues forever.” The crowd repeated his words as the necklace settled around my neck. It was light as a feather yet felt like a thousand pounds.

      “Rachel.” Caspian’s voice was soft, but it managed to pull my attention.

      “Yes?” I looked into his eyes. They were full of excitement and happiness like I’d never seen. The grey was bright with what looked like tiny diamonds floating around.

      “Are you all right? You haven’t said anything.” He led me off to the side and down the back stairs of the dais.

      “Oh.” I struggled to come up with something to say. How could I tell him that his happiness was my sorrow? That I hadn’t wanted this. That I was angry he’d surprised me in front of everyone. My throat felt tight and dry. It hurt to swallow.

      “I think she’s in shock.” Gardenia’s arm wrapped around my waist. “We’ll be back.”

      “The good kind of shock?” Caspian cupped my cheek with his hand. “Right? The best kind of shock?”

      “Of course it’s the good kind.” Gardenia tugged me away. “She’ll be fine after we splash some water on her face.”

      “Get me if she needs me,” Caspian called after.

      “Don’t worry. We won’t be long.”

      Gardenia led me up a flight of stairs, and down the corridor that led to her room. If I’d been thinking straight I’d have probably insisted we go to my room instead, but Gardenia had been right about one thing, I was in shock.

      She opened the door to her room, and I slumped to the floor.

      She closed the door. “You could lie down on my bed.”

      “I’m fine here.” I didn’t really care where I was. I didn’t care about much of anything. Any chance of joining the Explorers was now gone. The necklace hanging around my neck would see to that.

      “Looks like you won’t be going anywhere.” Gardenia sat down beside me. “You should be happy. That chain and medallion. Any other woman would die for it.” I said nothing. What could I possibly say?

      “He loves you,” she continued despite my silence. “That is such a rarity these days. You should be grateful.”

      Grateful. I’d been told that day after day. I should have been grateful Telton took me away from certain death before Earth was destroyed. I should be grateful the royal family took me in. At what point does gratefulness turn into something else?

      “Take this.” Glenda held out a colored capsule. “It will make everything ok.”

      “I don’t take modifiers. You know that.”

      “You should make an exception tonight. You’re going to have to go back into that ballroom with a smile on your face. This is supposed to be a happy occasion for you.”

      “It is.”

      “It can be if you’d take this.” She held out the capsule again.

      I shook my head. “I don’t want to fake my feelings.”

      “It’s not faking your feelings, it’s pulling out the ones you want. I live on these things. So do most of us.”

      I didn’t want to take it. I’d made it years without taking one, but Gardenia had a point. I couldn’t return to the ballroom like this. Not only would I infuriate the Emperor, I’d humiliate Caspian, and possibly hurt him beyond repair. “Fine. Just this once.”

      She handed me the capsule. I stared at the bright pink and purple capsule in my hand. “How long does this one last?”

      “For me at least six hours. For you it might be different. If you’d let me study you more I’d understand how you metabolize things.”

      “Being a lab rat isn’t high on my priority list.”

      “You wouldn’t be a lab rat. You’d be adding to the development of scientific knowledge.” She pulled another capsule out of her pocket. This one was pink and green.

      “Why does yours have green on it?”

      “It’s a higher dosage.”

      “Oh.”

      “Don’t read into it.” She put the capsule on her tongue. It dissolved in seconds.

      “Maybe I don’t belong here.” I flipped the capsule around in the palm of my hand.

      “A little bit too late to question that.” Her face had a new glow to it. The modifiers worked instantly.

      “Did you know?” I slid my legs down in front of me. “Did you know he was going to do it tonight?”

      “Of course I did. The whole family knew.”

      “And you didn’t tell me.” Not that I was surprised. Gardenia would always put her family first.

      “Caspian wanted it to be a surprise.”

      “It was definitely a surprise.” One I’d never quite recover from. I picked up the chain and looked at the medallion. It was his medallion. Not mine. I shouldn’t have been wearing it.

      “Take the modifier. You’ll feel so much better.”

      “How do you know?” I moved up onto my knees. “As you said I’m from off-planet.”

      She paled ever so slightly, but then the change was gone. “We’ve used them successfully on individuals from many different planets. Your makeup isn’t all that different from ours. I mean considering we’re close enough to procreate, the modifier should work.”

      “How do you know we can procreate?” It was easier to ask Gardenia than anyone else.

      “We know. Our reproductive anatomy is nearly identical.”

      “But does that mean it would be successful? Your father is concerned about an heir, but has he considered that may not work if Caspian is with me?”

      “Do you think he’d take that chance?”

      “What aren’t you saying?” I was too overwhelmed to work on pulling information from her.

      “That you wouldn’t be the first. And that’s all I can say. Take the capsule.”

      “Who? When did it happen?”

      “I just told you I can’t say.” She sat up on her knees. “Why are you fighting this so hard? You love my brother. He can give you everything.”

      “Except a real life.” I was being far too forward with Gardenia, but I found I didn’t care.

      “What more do you want?” Her voice was calm. The modifier was doing its job. Nothing bothered her.

      “A chance to be outside. To see something outside the palace walls.”

      “I’m a Lexa, yet how often am I outside?”

      “And you’re happy that way?” I asked knowing full well it would be the modifier answering.

      “Of course.” She smiled. “We need to get back to the ballroom.”

      I eyed the capsule. There was no other way I was getting through the evening. “I can’t skip out on the rest, can I?”

      Gardenia laughed. “I hope that’s a joke.”

      “It is.” I put the capsule on my tongue and let the good feelings take over.
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      “I still remember the moment I first set eyes on you.” Caspian wrapped his arms around me from behind as we watched the two moons trade places in the late-night sky. “You were so small, yet so beautiful. Your eyes were full of fear yet wonder.”

      “I only have vague memories of that day.” New memories were starting to appear though. One involving me screaming someone’s name. I needed to remember.

      “I remember it so well. Telton brought you in asking my father for permission to raise you as his daughter. He’d been terrified. I’d felt his fear.”

      “Because if your father said no, I’d have been killed, right?” The modifier was still working its magic, allowing me to talk about things I normally couldn’t.

      “No. You would have been sent to the orphanage. He would never have a child killed.”

      Even with the modifier something about Caspian’s words didn’t ring quite true. But I didn’t say anything. What was the point?

      “But I walked in and saw you. And that was it. I said loud and clear I wanted you to stay in the palace.” He tightened his arms around me. “Can you imagine that? I was only eight, yet I was telling my father, the Emperor, how to run things.”

      “Some things never change. You have always been one to speak your mind.”

      He smiled. “I guess so. “Telton had looked positively stunned when I uttered the words, and even more so when my father agreed.” Caspian chuckled. “But my father agreed to let him serve as your formal guardian even though you’d be living full time in the palace. That suited Telton well since he was away so often with the Explorer unit.”

      “You’ve told me this story before, but you never told me why you said what you did.”

      He pulled me back against him. “Because I knew from that first moment where my destiny lay. My heart was already in your tiny little hands even though neither of us was old enough to understand.”

      “But why?” I watched as the smaller of the moons started to fade out.

      “My heart knew. And it was right. It must have known how perfect you’d be for me.” He turned me in his arms. “And how that tiny little Earth girl would grow into the most beautiful woman in all the galaxies.”

      “That’s not true.” I could feel blood rushing to my face.

      “In my eyes you are.” His lips connected with mine as his hand cradled the back of my head. I responded immediately without consciously thinking about it, allowing him easy access to my mouth.

      I let go of everything. I stopped worrying about how I felt or why. I let the modifier do what it was meant to do. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer. He tasted good—spicy in a way no food on Andrelexa was. He broke the kiss, but he didn’t release me. Instead his lips moved to my neck and slowly moved down.

      I moaned, keeping my eyes closed shut. Then he stopped.

      I opened my eyes and stumbled back. He turned toward the door to the atrium.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt.” An older man, far shorter than the usual Lexa, stood in the entryway. He was accompanied by Kelby, Caspian’s cousin. “The Emperor suggested I come find you.”

      “Yes, Dr. Graham.” Caspian looked at me. “Would you mind if I talked to the doctor for a short while?”

      “I’ll keep her company.” Kelby winked at me.

      “Is that okay?” Caspian looked deep into my eyes. “I’ll come find you later.”

      “It’s fine.” I was suddenly hit by a wave of exhaustion, and I realized the modifier must have been wearing off.

      “Great.” Caspian kissed my cheek before meeting Dr. Graham in the doorway and disappearing from sight.

      “Big night.” Kelby gently bumped his shoulder into mine.

      “Yes. Very big.” I tried to force a smile, but I felt even worse than before. Taking the modifier had been a huge mistake.

      “You don’t have to worry. Caspian’s going to come back for you.” He laughed. “You look devastated, and he’s only been gone a minute.”

      “I’m just tired.” I was tired, but there was nothing just about it.

      “Want me to walk you to your room?”

      “Oh. Sure.” I could have argued that I was more than capable of doing it myself, but that wasn’t going to go over well. Wearing this necklace had changed things. Even my most basic freedoms were now gone. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Why would I mind? I told Caspian I’d look out for you.”

      Look out for me. His words made me bristle.

      “It looks good on you.” He nodded toward the necklace. “Not that anyone doubted it would.”

      “Did you know he was doing it?”

      “We’ve known he was going to do it for years, but yeah, I knew he was doing it tonight. Caspian tells me everything.” He raised his chin.

      “I figured.”

      “He wanted you to be surprised, and it looked like you were.”

      “I was. I wasn’t expecting it.” If I had been I probably would have found an excuse to avoid the gala.

      “Then it was worth all the secrecy. You know he hates keeping things from you. It eats him up.”

      “I don’t like keeping things from him either.” Which is why it was hard to hide how I really felt. “Is the offer to walk me to my room still on the table?”

      “Of course.” Kelby linked his arm through mine. “Try not to fall asleep on me as we walk.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “You look very nice tonight.” He glanced down at me as we walked.

      “Thanks.”

      “Is Caspian going to get you to wear more dresses now?”

      “I prefer to pick my own clothes,” I mumbled.

      “But you can’t wear simple jumpsuits all the time. Not anymore.”

      I said nothing. I didn’t have the strength to argue. Plus anything I said would be directly reported to Caspian.

      He leaned in. “You know you can take something for that exhaustion.”

      “I don’t want another modifier, but thanks.”

      “Another?” His brow furrowed. “You took one recently? Does Caspian know?”

      “I didn’t think it was something I needed to tell him. Everyone else takes them.” I used Gardenia’s words. They didn’t sound any more convincing coming from me.

      “Of course you need to tell him.” Kelby stopped, making me stumble. He caught my arm before I tumbled to the floor. “You don’t know how you are going to react. He needs to keep a close watch on you.”

      He already does, I thought but kept that part to myself. “Gardenia promised it would be fine.”

      “Gardenia supplied it?” He rubbed his temple.

      “Yes.” Hopefully she didn’t get in trouble, but I wasn’t going to lie.

      “She knows what she’s talking about with these things. I guess it’s fine, but I’m going to tell Caspian just in case.” He started walking again.

      I tried to keep pace. It was harder now that we hadn’t linked arms. His legs were so much longer than mine. “I can tell him.”

      “You can, but I need to as well. I can’t risk him questioning his trust in me.”

      “Ok.” We reached my room, and I pushed open the door. “Thank you for walking me back.”

      “It was my pleasure.” He bowed.

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Yes I do.” Kelby smiled before silently disappearing down the hall.

      I closed the door behind me wishing, not for the first time, there was some mechanism to lock it. There wasn’t.

      I changed out of my dress, careful to hang it up. Even if I preferred bodysuits, Alda had spent considerable time on the dress. For that reason alone it deserved respect.

      I slipped into my favorite silky nightgown—also made by Alda. I’d requested nightwear when I first arrived, and although met with confusion as most Lexa slept naked, Alda had figured it out. She’d been making me nightgowns ever since.

      I looked around my windowless room before slipping underneath my sheets. I touched a button by my bed and sent my room into darkness.

      

      “Couldn’t wait for me, huh?” Caspian rubbed my back, stirring me awake.

      I pushed off my heavy sleep and turned. He was lying beside me. “You came to my room.”

      “Of course I did. I told you I would find you later. Kelby told me you got exhausted all of a sudden.” He ran a hand through my hair. His arm rubbed against my face. His bare arm.

      I kicked my leg around and found his. His leg was also bare. I realized he was under the covers completely naked.

      I tried to quell the panic.

      “You took a modifier.” He smoothed my hair again.

      “Yes.” I’d already admitted it to Kelby. No reason to hide it.

      “Why? You’ve never taken one before.”

      “Gardenia suggested it.” I was sure Kelby had already supplied that information.

      “But why did you take it?” He cupped my cheek with his hand. “I would have thought tonight of all nights you would have had all the happiness you needed.”

      “It wasn’t for happiness,” I quickly replied. “It was for getting over the shock.”

      “It really came as such a shock to you?” He picked up the necklace, his fingers brushing against my skin. “You knew I’ve been wanting to for months now.”

      “But not so publicly….”

      “It is always done publicly.” He ran his finger over my lips. “Some traditions must be followed.”

      “I understand.” I didn’t. I didn’t understand anything anymore. But I remembered why we’d parted. “Who was that doctor?”

      “Dr. Graham. He was also saved from Earth.”

      “Really?” I sat up.

      Caspian laughed. “That woke you up.”

      “I’ve never met anyone else from Earth. Why didn’t you let me talk to him?” Excitement morphed into a mix of disappointment and anger.

      “Because we had things to discuss.”

      “What kind of things?” I turned on the lights. This wasn’t the type of conversation I was going to have in the dark.

      I blinked a few times. Caspian didn’t. His eyes adjusted to light instantaneously.

      “Nothing you need to worry about.”

      “But I want to know about it.”

      Caspian sat up, offsetting the sheets in the process.

      I averted my eyes as his very aroused lower region came into view.

      “Rachel, you don’t need to do that.”

      “Would you please put the sheet back?”

      He tugged on my hand. “You have to get over this. I don’t understand where this fear of nudity is coming from.”

      “Maybe everyone on Earth is like this. Could I ask Dr. Graham?”

      “Would you really ask a man about that?” Caspian teased. “I’d like to be there for that.”

      “I just mean I bet it’s not me.”

      “You came here so young. Any societal views from Earth should have disappeared.” He sighed. “I’m covered. Would you look at me?”

      I lowered my eyes from the ceiling. He was true to his word.

      “But eventually you’re going to have to sleep without that gown.” He slid one strap down my shoulder a little. He replaced the fabric with his lips, sliding the strap down, and following it with his lips.

      “Not tonight.”

      He turned his attention to the necklace, lifting it so he could look at it. “You won’t let me see how this necklace truly looks on you?”

      “You can see it just fine as it is.”

      “It looks perfect on you.” He ran his fingers over the chain.

      “It would look perfect on you too.”

      “But I already have something with the crest.” He showed off his ring. “I’ve been waiting to share this one with you for years.”

      “Do you need to return to your room?”

      “Are you trying to throw me out?” He released the necklace and leaned back on his elbow.

      “No. I’m only asking.”

      “The only way I’m returning to my room is if you come with me.”

      “But I’m already in bed for the night.”

      “As am I.” He pulled me down next to him in the sheets. “Tell me the truth, Rachel. How did you feel when I gave you this?” He touched the necklace.

      “Shocked. You already know.”

      “You didn’t feel anything else?”

      I had to lie. If I truly angered Caspian I had no idea what my future would hold. “I was thrilled.”

      “I knew you would be.” He ran his hand down my arm. “But I was nervous. Can you imagine? I never get nervous about things.”

      “How do you feel about the advancement?” I changed the subject. My room felt suffocating. I wanted nothing more than to run outside, but I couldn’t. I’d be dead in seconds. The air of Andrelexa was poisonous to me.

      “It brings me a step closer to Emperor.” He brushed his lips against mine. “But that wasn’t the highlight of the evening for me. You know that.”

      “How can anything surpass that?”

      “Because seeing you wear that necklace means everything. It’s what I’ve always wanted.” He once again ran his lips down my neck. Pausing at my throat. “Because having you means everything to me.”

      He wrapped his legs around me. If I hadn’t already known he was aroused, I knew it then. Caspian was never this pushy. “Did you take a modifier tonight?”

      “Me?” He put a hand to his chest. “No way. I wouldn’t want to interfere with my true feelings.”

      “Oh.”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Only… only you don’t usually come into my bed like this.”

      “Rachel?” His face turned serious. “Have I failed you?”

      “What?” I shook my head. “No.”

      “Then how is it that you don’t understand the significance of what you wear around your neck?”

      “I understand.”

      “Then tell me. What does it mean?”

      “It means I’m going to be part of the royal family. Specifically I’ll be your life mate.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “It means you already are my life mate.”

      “Oh.” A chill spread through me.

      “Why do you think it’s made of that metal?” He tugged on the chain. “I don’t want to hurt you, so you try it.”

      I tugged.

      “It’s not going to budge. No tool is going to break it.”

      Even stronger shock reverberated through me, and it had nothing to do with his disclosure about the metal. I already knew the necklace was unbreakable. “So you’re here in my bed because…”

      “Because you are my life mate.” He smiled. “But that doesn’t mean I’m a monster. I’m not taking what you don’t freely give. But I will sleep beside you from now on. How is that for a compromise? I get the pleasure of your body in my arms each night, and you decide when you’re ready to allow me inside?”

      “Allow you inside?” I repeated his words. “There are better ways to describe that sort of intimacy.”

      “What words would you like me to use?” His eyes twinkled, and I immediately regretted even broaching the subject. “Here. Let’s try this.” He pulled the translator earring from my ear and wrapped his hand around it.

      I touched my ear. I’d worn the translator for as long as I could remember, only trading up to a larger size as I grew. They’d told me it was impossible for me to learn their language; my brain couldn’t handle it. I reached for his hand to get it back.

      He shook his head and smiled.

      “Fine. Then I won’t understand anything you say.”

      He tapped his closed lips. He wasn’t going to talk. Then what was the point?

      I shrugged and turned away. I was too tired to play any games. He’d give me back the translator eventually.

      His hands descended on my shoulders. His knees pressed into my back as he gave me a back massage. I closed my eyes, allowing myself to enjoy the sensation. I was so tense and stressed.

      His lips brushed against my neck, and he returned to giving me small kisses. He stopped at the most sensitive spot on my neck and sucked lightly. There was no question that would leave a mark.

      Then all at once he stopped. He turned me gently and held out the translator to me. I returned to its spot in my right ear.

      “Not all things need to be communicated with words, my love.”

      “I guess not.”

      His watch beeped from its spot on the floor. He picked it up and cursed under his breath. “I have to attend to a matter.”

      “Is everything okay?” I slipped back under the sheets.

      “Yes. Everything is fine.” He kissed my forehead. “I’ll be back when I can.”

      “Good night.”

      I waited for the door to click closed behind him before I shut off my light again. I knew there was no way I was getting any sleep.
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      A loud knock on my door woke me up late the next morning. I’d already woken a few times before, but I’d pushed off getting up for the day. I wasn’t ready to face reality.

      Whoever was outside knocked again. I couldn’t ignore it much longer. “Come in,” I called before really thinking it through. Alda never knocked. She always walked in to wake me up.

      “Good morning, Rachel.” Tesa, one of the young servants, smiled.

      “Hi.” I sat up, pulling my sheet with me. “Where’s Alda?”

      “She’s preparing for your move to Caspian’s room. But I am here to assist you in any way.”

      I tried to stay calm. Move to his room? Did everything really have to change so quickly? “I’m fine on my own. She only comes by in the morning out of habit.”

      “That’s fine. Please let me know if you need anything. I’ll wait outside.” She bowed slightly before walking out of the room and closing the door behind her.

      Now that morning had arrived my situation seemed worse. What was wrong with me? Why wasn’t I happy about being Caspian’s life mate? I’d known it was the plan for years, yet the thought had never phased me. At one point I’d actually been excited about it; now all I wanted to do was run and hide. I wasn’t ready for any of this, and Caspian had thrown it on me with no warning.

      I stepped into the air shower, looking for a way to stall. I ran the shower three times before dragging myself out. I slipped on a bodysuit and my favorite slippers before opening the door.

      Tesa was waiting right outside. She wore her red hair in one long braid down her back.

      I glanced back into the room. “I’ll be back to pack my clothes later.”

      “No need to touch your clothes.” She still wore a bright smile. I was positive it was a result of modifiers. “Caspian has ordered an entire new wardrobe made for you.”

      “What? What’s wrong with what I have?”

      “He wanted clothing more appropriate to your new position.”

      “I’m taking my old clothes with me.” If the new clothes were anything like the dress I’d been made to wear last night—especially prior to the alterations— it wasn’t happening.

      “That is between you and Caspian.” Her smile grew wider. “I am sure you two can work something out.”

      “I need to find Alda.” I hurried away down the hall and ran smack dab into the Emperor.

      “Oh. I’m so sorry,” I quickly apologized while bowing.

      “It is no trouble at all. I was looking for you anyway.”

      “For me?” I put a hand to my chest. Any reason he had to look for me wasn’t going to be good.

      “Yes. Let us go to the atrium.”

      I nodded and followed him down the corridor toward where I’d been with Caspian the night before.

      He took a seat in a bright red arm chair and gestured for me to sit on the blue chair beside it. I sat, trying to stay calm.

      He folded his hands in his lap. “Have you ever wanted for anything since you came to live with us?”

      “No. Of course not. You have been good to me.” I bowed my head.

      “Look at me, child.” His voice was stern, and I knew the only choice I had was to listen.

      I lifted my head.

      “Did we not rescue you from a planet bound for destruction?”

      “You did. And I can never repay that debt.”

      “Did we not care for you, educate you, treat you as if you were one of our own?” His hands balled into fists.

      “Yes. And I am forever grateful.” I hoped I sounded sincere. If there was ever a time for a modifier this was it.

      “Then why is it so hard for you to do one thing for us?” His dark eyes zeroed in on mine.

      I said nothing. I shivered.

      “You had your chance to object. I gave you that chance, and you made your feelings known loud and clear.”

      “You asked me when I was twelve,” I spoke softly, but I knew it was loud enough for him to hear.

      “Twelve. Perfectly old enough to decide if you wanted my son as your life mate. You were very eager then.”

      I nodded.

      “But you do not seem eager now.”

      “That’s not true.” I forced myself to return his gaze. “I’m very happy.”

      “Don’t lie to me, child.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “Then why did you deny Caspian last night?”

      I froze. Had Caspian told his father about our conversation? I couldn’t imagine.

      “Before you start directing your anger at my son understand he didn’t need to say a word. I could tell. Do you know why I keep calling you child?”

      I shook my head. It was better than forcing myself to answer.

      “Because you are acting as one. I expect your behavior to change immediately, starting with when Caspian returns.”

      “Returns from where?” Had he left Andrelexa without telling me?

      “A mission off-planet. It was an emergency situation. He will be back soon.” The Emperor leaned back in his chair.

      “I understand.”

      “Do you also understand there will be consequences if that doesn’t happen?” He leaned toward me.

      “Yes.”

      “Consequences you don’t want, and Caspian will never hear of.” He sat back. “Until then I would like you to have a meeting with Dr. Graham. He may be able to help you work through your current predicament. Alda will accompany you.”

      “Oh.” This was a change for the positive. I got to meet with the other Earth survivor and see Alda. Wins on all accounts. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me with your words. Do it with your actions.”

      “Yes.” I nodded.

      “You may go now. Alda is waiting for you in the observatory.”

      I bowed and hurried out of the room. I thought over my conversation with the Emperor as I headed up the five flights of stairs to the observatory. I could have taken a lift, but I preferred stretching my legs.

      I stepped into the enormous observatory. All the walls and the ceiling were made up of seamless windows giving an unbelievable view of the sky.

      I glanced around the empty room. Evidently Alda hadn’t arrived yet. Maybe the Emperor had initially planned to chide me for longer.

      I walked over to one of the window walls and pressed my hand against it. How I longed to go outside. The four suns of Andrelexa sat high in the sky, lighting up the entire landscape.

      “Pretty view isn’t it?” A male voice asked from behind. “Although I have to say I still miss watching an Earth sunset.”

      I turned to see Dr. Graham watching me. He was wearing a white lab coat that went nearly down to his shoes.

      “I don’t remember them. I guess I was too young.” I was lucky I remembered anything from my time before Andrelexa.

      “I hear you’ve been having some trouble.” He perched on the end of an upholstered chair.

      “I guess that depends on how you describe trouble.” I had been excited to talk to this man, but not when ordered to by the Emperor. I had no idea what his intentions were.

      “Would you like to take a walk?”

      “Can you handle the air out there?” I gasped. I’d been warned that even a second outside without a full suit for protection would mean an immediate and painful death.

      He chuckled. “Of course not. I guess I should have made myself clear. A walk on the interior sky deck above.” He pointed up.

      “Oh. Yes. I’d like that.” If there was any spot I liked more than the observatory it was the sky deck.

      “After you.” He gestured for me to start up the spiral stairs first.

      For a fleeting second I considered suggesting we wait for Alda, but I didn’t. This was the first human I’d met. I wasn’t going to lose the chance.

      He followed me up the stairs.

      I started a lap around the expansive track that circled the room.

      He kept pace. “I didn’t realize you were from Earth.”

      “Oh. I thought it was very obvious.” I glanced out at the suns. I wondered if they looked anything like the singular sun the Earth once had.

      “I knew the Emperor’s son had chosen a life mate, but no one ever mentioned where you were from.”

      “They never told me there was an Earth doctor…”

      “I’m sure their decision to keep our existence from one another was purposeful. And I am sure there is a purpose for telling us now.”

      “You mean you don’t know either?” Considering he’d been talking to Caspian privately I assumed he knew.

      “I know why I’m here now. That I understand. But I don’t understand why they decided to tell you where I’m from.”

      “Why are you here?” He knew more than I did.

      “I was an obstetrician on Earth.”

      “What’s that?” I removed my translator, curious if I’d still be able to understand him.

      “I delivered babies.”

      “Oh.” I understand him perfectly. He was speaking in English, one of my languages. And I didn’t like the words he was saying.

      “They’ve asked me so many questions about human reproduction. Some of the research they asked me to look into—well, they said it was big picture and long term- but now I wonder if it was all for you.”

      “Gardenia thinks it’s fully possible. That Caspian and I can…” I trailed off.

      “You didn’t come to this planet willingly did you?” He slowed but kept moving around the track. “It’s ok. You can tell me.”

      “Well, my adoptive father saved me. He got me off Earth before the destruction.”

      “The destruction?” His forehead furrowed.

      “Yes… were you already on another planet when they found you, or did you come at the same time?”

      He stopped short. “Oh my.” He started to sweat profusely, and he looked away.

      “What?” Panic seized me. What had I said to worry him so much?

      “We can’t talk here.” He looked around wildly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Meaning we can’t talk here.”

      “Where can we talk?” I needed to understand his reaction.

      “I think we need to follow up on these issues.” He spoke far more loudly than he’d been doing before.

      I quickly realized he was doing it in case anyone was listening.

      “Please come with me to my lab.”

      “Yes. Of course.” I nodded and followed Dr. Graham as he practically stumbled down the spiral stairs.

      Alda was waiting below. She frowned when she saw us. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes. But we need to move over to my lab. Will you join us?”

      “Yes. Let’s go.” Alda stayed close to my side as we stepped into the lift and headed down to the lowest levels of the palace. The lift stopped, and we all got off.

      We made our way, silently, down the hall to a nondescript metal door. Dr. Graham placed his hand over the reader and the doors opened.

      We slipped in before the doors slammed closed behind us. I looked over at Alda. She was looking the other way, as if avoiding my gaze.

      Dr. Graham led the way into a small office. “I am sorry for the added dramatics.”

      “Please tell me, why did you get so strange earlier?” I stepped into the office but hovered near the door.

      “I think I will wait outside for this.” Alda grabbed my hand. “Please believe me when I tell you they lied to me too. I will stand guard. You may speak freely to the doctor.” She released my hand before I could react and closed the office door.

      “What’s going on?” Why was Alda leaving us? And what did she mean she didn’t know?

      “Rachel…” Dr. Graham took a seat behind a large metal desk. “Why don’t you take a seat.”

      I listened, mostly just so he’d get to the point faster.

      “I know the royal family has been good to you.”

      I nodded. “Very.”

      “But I’m afraid…” He looked down at the desk and then back up at me. “I’m afraid they’ve been lying to you.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up. “What do you mean?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve been here less than a year.”

      “So you came from a different planet? Are there more human survivors elsewhere?” Yet another reason I needed to get into the Explorers. I needed to find them.

      “No.” He leaned forward on his elbows. “No. I came directly from Earth.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “That’s impossible.”

      “It’s true. They appealed for me to come. They knew my son’s cancer was untreatable with Earth technology. They cured him and he will live a full life. In return I promised to come here and stay to help with an important research project.”

      “You’re lying.” I dug my nails into the palm of my other hand. “Why are you lying?”

      “I’m not lying, but I know that must be hard for you to accept.”

      “The Earth is gone. I saw the images with my own eyes. There’s nothing left. Not even enough to go back and harvest resources.”

      “The Earth was never destroyed. It is still there.” He pressed a button behind him, turning on a projector. I watched as images of children playing surrounded us. They were on grass—something I hadn’t seen or felt in thirteen years— and the sky was so blue.

      “That’s fake.”

      “It’s not.” He pressed another button, and an image of Earth rotating came into view. He focused in. “See the time stamp there? This was taken earlier today. Earth is still there.”

      “But. No.” I shook my head. “Why would they have lied?”

      “I can’t tell you for sure, but my guess is it has to do with Caspian.”

      “There is no way Caspian knows. He’d never lie to me like this.” I fidgeted with the chain around my neck.

      “He knows. He’s the one who came to see me on Earth. It was his project he needed help with. I had no idea.” Dr. Graham paused. “I had no idea he had a human prisoner here.”

      Prisoner. Was I a prisoner? I’d never viewed myself that way… well, not until recently.

      My chest was heavy. I gasped for breath.

      “So Telton knew too…”

      “The General of the Explorers? Yes. He came to see me too.”

      “This can’t be real. This all has to be a lie.” I buried my face in my hands.

      “It’s not.” Dr. Graham spoke soothingly. “You can see for yourself. I have full access to monitor the galaxies here. See what happens when you look for it yourself.” I’d looked for plenty of planets before. It was the closest I ever got to exploring. I’d of course pulled up Earth, but I only got old footage. I used his tablet, typing in the coordinates that always showed me black emptiness. And there it was. A blue ball rotating. I dropped the tablet on the floor.

      “Rachel? I know this is a lot to take.” He walked around the desk.

      “I need to get out of here. I can’t.” I yanked on the chain even though I knew it was no use.

      “Can I help you with that?” He reached for something near his desk.

      “It’s made of Narva gold; it’s never coming off.”

      “I suspected as much, but that doesn’t mean you can’t leave.” His gaze was intense and powerful. “I cannot believe I didn’t know… I should have asked more questions. Your family must be so worried. You said you’ve been here since you were young? How long has it been?

      “Thirteen years.” I breathed in and out slowly. Even the inside air was heavy on carbon dioxide. I couldn’t work myself up too much.

      “It’s not too late. We can right this wrong.”

      “Like the Emperor is going to let that happen?” I tugged on the chain uselessly. “Caspian has made his decision. It’s too late.”

      “You were raised here, and maybe that means the customs of the Lexas are yours too, but you have every right to leave.”

      “I can’t.” I looked down at the ground. “I can’t do this now.”

      “Then don’t. Take tonight. Find me tomorrow if you want my help.”

      “Thank you.” I was careful to look him in the eye. “No matter what happens, thank you for your honesty.”

      “Rachel?” His voice grew serious. What else could be coming?

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t take anything they offer you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The drugs. Don’t take them.”

      “The modifiers?” I leaned back in the chair.

      “Yes. I’m worried they may have used them on you before.”

      “I took one last night,” I admitted. “The princess suggested it… I didn’t know what to do.”

      “But never before?”

      “No.”

      “Keep it that way. Fake your feelings if you have to. You don’t have to give them any more power than they already have.”
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      Alda was ready the moment I left the room. She was several feet outside the office standing midway between two lab benches. “Are you all right? What can I do?”

      I studied her, staring into her eyes to make sure it was the same Alda in there. “How long have you known?” She’d always been there for me, but she worked for the royal family. Had they truly kept her in the dark this whole time?

      “Only a few hours longer than you.” She maintained complete eye contact, as if trying to convey a deeper level of truth.

      “How? How did you find out?”

      “I overheard Dr. Graham speaking with Caspian last night. I did some digging...” She put a hand on my arm. “I know I should have told you sooner, but I needed to know for sure. I could hear your conversation with Dr. Graham on the track… I knew he’d tell you... it’s still so hard for me to accept, let alone explain.”

      “What kind of digging?” I struggled to stay calm. There was too much coming at me all at once.

      “That footage he showed you is real… I checked up on it myself as soon as I learned.”

      “What do you mean?” There was no way she’d gone to the Emperor. If she we wouldn’t have been standing there.

      “I checked the master systems and lists. There is no record of Earth exploding. The detonation was cancelled.”

      I put my hands on my knees and breathed in and out. “I can’t breathe.”

      Alda fell to her knees next to me. “Sure you can. Slow, even breaths. That’s it. In and out.”

      I listened. I tried to calm down. “I have to confront him.” I relaxed down to my knees. “I need to hear it from him.” I assumed I didn’t need to use Caspian’s name.

      “But it might be too late… if he finds out you know...” She rubbed my back. “Can you risk that?” Alda was questioning Caspian. I never imagined I’d hear her do that. Could she really help me even if it meant going against the royal family? Was she putting herself at risk?

      “No matter what I do, what will happen to Dr. Graham? How can I think of leaving and letting him get in trouble? Or you? What if they found out?”

      “We’ll make it look like you found it out yourself. You’ve been acting odd already, and your work with the androids is impressive. It is completely plausible that you hacked the master systems yourself. You have been obsessed with the Explorers, so it makes perfect sense you’d want to further your studies of the outer galaxies. And don’t worry about me. I have always taken care of myself just fine. I’m thinking this might be a good chance to see my family. I haven’t been out of the capital in years.”

      I was hit by guilt. Her family? In all the years I’d known her I had never figured out she had a family somewhere else. “You’ve thought this through.” And I was surprised. Not that she’d be loyal to me… Alda had never been anything but true to me, but that she’d devise a plan to let me leave.

      “I know of no other way to live with myself. Pampered or not you were a prisoner, and I helped keep you here.” Large tears slipped down her face. “I will never forgive myself. Your poor family. I can’t imagine what they’ve been through.”

      “This isn’t your fault. You didn’t know.” Unlike Caspian who knew and let me believe a lie. A fresh wave of anger surged through me. Followed by hurt.

      “But I should have.” Alda wiped tears from her eyes.

      “Do you think Caspian knew all along?” Had he truly lied to me from the very beginning? Had every minute of our friendship been based on untruths?

      “I can’t answer that. Only he can.”

      “Yet you said it yourself, it’s dangerous to ask him.”

      “What will you do now?” She rose.

      “I don’t know. I don’t even have a room to rest in.”

      “You have Caspian’s.”

      “It’s his room.” And the last thing I wanted to do was spend time in anything belonging to him. I wasn’t surprised the Emperor would trick me. Even Gardenia I could accept. But Caspian? How had I fallen for his act for so many years, and why was it that I was just starting to see through it when the truth came out? What had changed so suddenly?

      “He’s away. It is yours for now.”

      “Do you know for how long?” I’d never hoped for him to take a long trip before. I used to hate when he went away, both because I missed him and because I was jealous of all the different places he got to go. I’d been nowhere aside from tours of Andrelexa all within a ship. Other than those short treks I had never been outside of the palace.

      “I can’t know for sure, but for now he’s away.”

      “Your point is to take advantage of it while I can.”

      “Yes. And not just for sleeping.” She winked.

      “You think I can get access into his system?” That might be the only chance I had to find out exactly what he knew.

      “I think you can. What can’t you do given enough time? Besides, if you hack into his system, you have bought the doctor cover.”

      I nodded. “No one else knows I know?” That’s what everything was going to hinge on. This wasn’t going to work if I got caught a few minutes in. Besides finding out more on Caspian’s involvement, I needed to know more about where I came from and what was left. I wanted to see the Earth’s history and uncover any details I could about its true location. Had they lied about that too?

      “No.” Alda shook her head. “Dr. Graham came directly to me.”

      “How did he know I came from Earth?”

      “I knew because Caspian told me.” Dr. Graham stepped out of his office. “It’s how I connected the dots and determined you were a prisoner.”

      I turned toward him. “Were you listening to us this whole time?”

      “There is only so much these doors keep out.” There was a flare of something in his eyes. Not a twinkle, more a flash of something else. What he was really reminding me was that walls were thin. There were plenty of ears all over the palace.

      “I need to go figure this out.” There was too much going on to handle it all. And I couldn’t give up the little time I had to find answers.

      “Take your time but not too long.” Dr. Graham leaned on the door frame of his office.

      “I know.” This would be my only chance. Memories were starting to come back, a fog was lifting, and I knew I’d never be happy until I had answers.

      Alda and I walked back toward Caspian’s wing of the palace. We talked about pointless things like music and upcoming events so if anyone was listening they would think we were having our typical conversations. I took Dr. Graham’s warning to heart. If anyone had looked closer they would have noticed the dry tears on Alda’s face and the stress on mine, but thankfully we didn’t run into any guards who gave us more than a quick nod.

      “Have a nice afternoon.” Alda bowed before leaving me at the door of Caspian’s room.

      I pushed the door open, trying to work through the onslaught of new information. Above all else: Earth still existed. My entire life had revolved around the premise that my home planet was gone. That Telton had saved me from a certain death. I was one of only a handful of survivors. Otherwise my species was gone. Yet none of that was true. Or so it seemed. I believed the footage. It was all too real, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t follow up on things myself.

      I closed the door, once again lamenting the lack of locks. I doubted anyone would be barging into Caspian’s room. Besides Caspian. His arrival could be without a moment’s notice, so I had no time to waste. I went over to his desk and set to work breaking into his login. Generally everything needed to be done through a facial or fingertip scan, but I knew there was a couple of fail-safes. I was wearing one of them.

      I leaned over and let the medallion sit on the sensor. There was a small beep, and the screen lit up. I’d found one good use for the necklace.

      I sat there for a full two minutes debating what to do first. I decided to go right for what would hurt most. I pulled up Caspian’s off-planet travel records. Most of the names listed were of the usual places, planets we had treaties with, a few names were of planets that had been destroyed. I continued scanning down. And there it was. Earth. The visit had been within the past year. I scanned down further. That recent visit proved he knew the truth, but not how long. I saw nothing. I scanned all the way down to the year I arrived but saw no other mention of Earth.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of the information. He’d still lied to me. Even if he’d known for less than a year, that was still enough time to tell me everything. And he had to have known longer. That reality bugged me. It latched on and refused to let go. There was no way he’d been kept in the dark for thirteen years.

      Caspian’s account had access to everything and everyone. I found my name under off-planet arrivals.

      I clicked on it.

      Rachel Miller

      Origin: Earth. City of New Orleans. Parents deceased. No other known family.

      Was that true? No. It wasn’t. There was someone. A brother? I struggled to remember, needing to know who the new face in my memory belonged to.

      I closed my eyes. A name came to me. Benjamin. Yes. And we had an aunt. Aunt Ruth. There’d been a war. Faint memories started to come back to me.

      I pushed away the memories. I’d save them for another time.

      I went into the planet directory. I clicked on Earth. It pulled up. I found myself staring at a blue and green ball covered in white wisps of clouds floating in space. A blue and green ball I’d watched explode over and over in videos. A blue ball I believed had been gone for thirteen years. I felt sick. I signed out of the portal and ran over to the bed.

      Not only had they lied to me, but they’d gone through the effort to create fake videos.

      There was a knock on the door less than two minutes later. I said nothing. If it was Alda she’d just come in. There was no one else I wanted to see.

      “Rachel?” Kelby called from the door. “Are you ill? Shall I call a doctor?”

      “No. I’m not ill.” I forced myself to sit up. I had no desire to see any doctors. I wasn’t even ready to see Dr. Graham again. I had no idea what I was going to do.

      “You haven’t been at any of the meals today.” Kelby walked into the room.

      “I wasn’t aware I needed to be.”

      “You don’t, but you also failed to order any meals to your room. You need to eat. Caspian would want you to eat.”

      “But I’m not hungry. I will eat when I’m hungry.”

      Kelby sat down on the edge of the bed. “I know that you are up to something. I can tell you are spinning lies.”

      A shiver ran through me, but I tried to brush it off. I couldn’t let on. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I do.”

      “You don’t.” I refused to accept it. If he knew I was out of options.

      “It doesn’t matter anyway. Your place is here.”

      My place was there? How much did he know? My chest clenched, but I tried to play it calm. “Of course my place is here. I’m Caspian’s life mate.”

      “It’s not his fault.” Kelby looked down at his feet. “He didn’t mean to surprise you like that.”

      “Well, I was surprised. Very surprised.” So all of this was about my reaction to receiving his medallion?

      “The Emperor gave Caspian an ultimatum.”

      “An ultimatum?”

      “Officially claim you or—”

      “Or what?” I was in no mood for theatrics.

      “Or he’d find a new place for you.”

      I said nothing. I felt nothing. There was only one reason I lived in the palace. I shuddered to think of the prison the Emperor would want to send me to.

      “But that’s not why I’m telling you.” Kelby leaned in.

      “Then why are you?”

      “Because Caspian doesn’t know it yet, but there’s going to be another ultimatum.”

      “How could Caspian not know?” He was next in line to be Emperor.

      Kelby put his hand over mine. He never touched me, and I knew this couldn’t be good. “If you don’t give him an heir quickly, the Emperor is going to make sure Caspian selects someone who will.”

      “He’d take this back?” I picked up the chain. Maybe there was a way to remove it after all.

      Kelby looked down again. “You know that chain can’t be broken.”

      “Then how could he select someone different?” The icy reality hit me square in the face. “Oh.” There was only one way the chain could be removed now.

      “Please, Rachel. Caspian would be destroyed if that happens.”

      I pulled my hand away. “Caspian would be destroyed if his father cut off my head. Is that what you are telling me?”

      “I—no. Yes, he would be. But I don’t want that to happen.”

      “Please leave.” I pointed to the door.

      “Rachel. There is a very easy solution. Caspian will be back and everything will be okay.”

      “Please leave.” I fought back the tears and rage that begged to spill.

      Kelby stood. “If that’s what you want.” He bowed before slipping out the door.

      He had to be kidding. I was beginning to realize my whole life was one big never ending joke.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          6 Rachel

        

      

    

    
      I refused to wait in Caspian’s room. I was too hurt, angry, and scared to do what anyone wanted me to do. I needed to leave, yet I wasn’t even sure how that could be possible. More than likely I’d get caught and killed. Before I faced that fate I needed to see him one more time. But it wouldn’t be in his room. I’d do it on my own terms. And I’d pretend everything was okay just long enough to meet with Dr. Graham one more time and see what kind of chance I had.

      I headed directly to the observatory. No one stopped me. Maybe they all knew my fate better than I did. I walked right inside and settled down on a chaise sofa near the windows.

      The two moons were back, resuming their nightly dance in the sky. They were like lovers, entwined until separated either by choice or circumstance. Depending on my mood I’d imagine it were one or another. Tonight it was by choice.

      I wasn’t sure how much more my mind could handle. Earth was still there. Caspian had lied to me. The Emperor was going to have me killed. Yet somehow I hadn’t broken down into pieces on the floor. I watched the moons for over an hour, until I somehow fell into sleep.

      “Rachel?” Caspian’s voice came from right next to me. I slowly opened my eyes, blinking a few times. It took me a moment to remember where I was.

      “What are you doing up here?” He moved my legs onto his lap to sit down beside me.

      “I came up here to enjoy the view.”

      “And you brought linens with you?” He patted my pillow.

      “Is there a problem with that?” I couldn’t keep the edge from my voice.

      “In theory no, but I was disappointed. I came home expecting to find you waiting for me in bed.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you.” I wasn’t sorry. Not in the slightest.

      “Ok. What did I do?” He ran his hands over the blanket covering my legs.

      “I don’t see why I had to give up my room.” I needed to come up with some excuse, and that did annoy me, especially since he hadn’t warned me.

      “Sorry about that. My father’s decision.”

      “And do you always let him make the decisions?” The words came out before thinking. I wondered how much he knew. Did he know about his father’s plans? Was Kelby right, and he had no idea what was coming?

      “He is the Emperor.” He leaned back. “Is this really about the room?”

      “This is about everything.” Technically true, but most specifically him lying about Earth.

      “What can I do to make it up to you?”

      “Tell me about the planets you’ve visited.”

      “Which ones? I’ve been to dozens.”

      “All of them.”

      He laughed. “Are you serious? We’ll be here for hours.”

      “I’m okay with that.”

      “Aren’t you tired?”

      “You woke me up.”

      “But you need sleep. I’ll carry you to bed.” He started to lift me.

      “Can’t I stay here?”

      “Why?”

      “The view. I want to watch the moons.” I wouldn’t spend a night in a windowless room with him. I’d never make it.

      “There’s a reason we don’t have windows in our bedrooms.” He ran his hands through my hair.

      “Because it can impact sleep. But not my sleep. I was sleeping fine.”

      “You really expect me to leave you up here?”

      “Am I going to bother someone if I do?” I normally didn’t ask for reasons, but tonight I would. I needed him to speak truths to me.

      “You shouldn’t sleep near windows.”

      “Why not? I’m from Earth. On Earth people might sleep near windows all the time.”

      “Might. You can’t know that. And the people of Earth aren’t ones I’d try to emulate. Look at where they are now.”

      “Yes, look at them.” I sat up straighter. “And remember I am one of those people from Earth.” So there it was. He was going to continue to lie to me.

      He shook his head. “You left so long ago. You aren’t anymore.”

      “I wish I could go back.”

      “You can’t. You know that.” He pulled me into his side. “Did Dr. Graham say something?”

      “Huh?”

      “The timing of this conversation is odd.” His voice deepened.

      “Odd? The only thing Dr. Graham told me was I should be careful with modifiers. Our bodies may metabolize them differently. What else would he have said?” I tried to sound as innocent as possible, but I was giving Caspian another chance to come clean.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Do you really want to sleep here?”

      And of course he didn’t. He’d never tell me the truth willingly. “I do.”

      “Then I’ll stay with you.” He pulled a second chaise over to mine.

      “Near a window?”

      “Yes. If you’re going to do it, so am I.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was doing it out of concern, because he cared, or he was on to me, but I knew I couldn’t really argue with him. I’d managed to stay out of his bed, and I was going to take that as a win given the circumstances.

      I settled back in and covered myself with the blanket.

      “Since I gave in and agreed to sleep up here, could you give me something too?”

      “I didn’t make you stay…” In fact I’d have preferred to be alone.

      “You didn’t have to make me. I wanted to stay with you.” He took my hand.

      “What is it you want?”

      “Tell me what I can do to make you happy again.” His eyes were intense.

      “I am happy.”

      “We need to be open and honest with each other.” He rested our entwined hands on top of the blanket.

      I gasped. I didn’t mean to, but it happened.

      “What?” He startled.

      “Nothing.”

      “That’s not a nothing.” He scooted his chair closer to mine.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “And you are holding back from me again.”

      “I’m going to get some sleep.” I closed my eyes. There were so many things I wanted to say, but how could I possibly say them? It didn’t matter if he’d only known for a year. A year was far too long. I didn’t need or want to know how much longer he’d been aware or at least suspicious.

      “Come on. Don’t shut down on me.” He ran his fingers up and down the inside of my arm from wrist to elbow. “I would worry you are upset about becoming my life mate, but you’ve made your feelings known on the matter before. You love me.”

      I said nothing because he was right. I did love him. But now I had to view those feelings through a whole different lens. All I wanted to do was run and hide.

      “I will talk to Dr. Graham. Maybe he’s right about the modifiers, but we have other methods.”

      A horrible thought struck me. The fog clearing. My lost memories suddenly coming back. “Have you tried them on me without my knowing?”

      “Rachel!” He gulped. “How could you suggest that?”

      “Maybe not you but your father.”

      “He wouldn’t do that.” Caspian put his head in his hands. “I wouldn’t allow it. How could you think that about us?”

      Once again I said nothing.

      “Does it feel that way?” He rested his elbows on his knees. “As though you’ve been modified and now aren’t?” There was fear in his voice.

      “I have no idea. I don’t know anything about how my body or mind works.”

      “We have Dr. Graham here. He can help.”

      “He delivers babies.” I rested my head back.

      “He told you that?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t see how admitting that detail could hurt anything.

      “I’m not pressuring you to…”

      “Your father is.” I thought over Kelby’s words—or what he’d implied.

      “This isn’t his decision.”

      “I’m going to go to sleep now.” I was going to start crying if I wasn’t careful.

      “We’ll fix everything in the morning.”

      “Caspian?”

      “Yes.” He cupped my face with my hand.

      “Never mind.” I couldn’t ask the things I needed to ask.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ok. Sleep well.” He released my chin, but he kept my hand in his. I waited for his breathing to even out before pulling my hand from his. I took one last look at his sleeping form before slipping out of the observatory and down the stairs. I hoped Dr. Graham was still awake.

      

      I ran right into Alda as soon as I reached the bottom of the stairwell. She put a finger to my lips to keep me from saying anything. Despite everything I needed to trust her. Otherwise I had no one. She knew where I wanted to go. We hurried down the corridor and into a lift. I didn’t see any guards around, and I assumed that was thanks to Alda too.

      She pulled me past Dr. Graham’s lab.

      “Stop,” I whispered.

      “No, this way.” She pulled me along. She turned a corner and stopped in front of a double set of doors. I looked at her questioningly.

      “You have to go quickly. He’ll explain everything.”

      “The doctor?” I assumed she had to mean him, but I wasn’t going to rely on an assumption when it could be my life at stake.

      “Yes. Go.” She gestured to the doors.

      “What about you? Why aren’t you coming in?”

      “I need to be your look-out right now.” Her eyes rimmed with tears.

      “I wish you could come with me.” I grabbed her hand.

      “You need to do this without me.” She squeezed my hand. “You can handle whatever is coming your way.”

      “I’m going to miss you.”

      “You know I’m going to miss you more than anything.” She pulled me into a hug. “But we don’t have time for sentimentalities.”

      I nodded even though I didn’t want to. How did one say goodbye to the woman who’d pretty much raised her? Like this. “Thank you for everything.”

      She nodded. “Don’t give up no matter how hard it is. It’s time for you to go home.” She hugged me tighter before letting go.

      The doors opened, and she pushed me forward. I looked back just in time to watch the doors snap close behind me.

      “It’s okay, Rachel.” Dr. Graham called from somewhere far off.

      I walked into the mostly dark room, hoping I hadn’t walked into a terrible trap.

      “How did you know I’d be back?” I found him standing in front of a large, iron door. It looked like an outdated launch door. But as far as I knew the launch pads were all on the other side of the palace.

      “You knew Earth existed. There was no way you were going to stay here.” He pulled a small tablet out of his coat pocket.

      “You found a way for me to go back?” I eyed the iron door warily.

      “I have. I can’t say it’s the latest Lexa technology, but it’s far beyond anything we have on Earth.”

      “Are you coming too?” I didn’t want to leave him to take the fall for my decision. Blaming me for breaking into the system was one thing. Tracking down an old launch room? That was stretching it. Technically I could have found it on old blueprints, but would I have?

      He shook his head. “No. I can’t. If I go back and break my promise, they can come back for my son.”

      “Aren’t you worried they’ll do that anyway? For helping me?” He needed to think this through. I wasn’t more important than his child.

      “The deal is specific. I have to believe the Emperor will keep his word. Besides, he won’t know I did this.”

      “You really think they’ll believe it was all me?”

      “Yes. Your signature is going to be all over it.” He smiled.

      “What do you mean?”

      He pointed up to a higher level above us. “Take a look.”

      I walked up a few stairs and saw what he was looking at. “My androids?”

      “Yes. Your androids are going to be running the launch. They also helped prepare every detail of the launch. After you leave they will be adding in your signature to every entry and exit from the room.”

      “Still. The coincidence that I do this right when I meet you?”

      “Is that really any more of a coincidence than you doing this right after receiving that.” He pointed at my necklace.

      “You’re right.” I steeled myself, remembering the Emperor’s threats and a flash of my brother’s face. “I need to do this.”

      “Your androids know what they’re doing. Pretty impressive work.” There was a gleam in his eye.

      “I’ve had a lot of time.” When you can’t go outside you find things to entertain yourself. I’d spent endless hours working on my androids and programing their CPUs.

      “I bet you have.” He smiled. “Your capsule is all ready to go.”

      “And where is it going to take me? Earth is a large planet.”

      “It’s a capsule that arrived here thirteen years ago from Earth. I trust it’s one you’ve been in before.” Dr. Graham handed me the tablet. “It will take you back to the spot from where you left. Be safe, Rachel. And remember, even if you can’t find your family at first, you need to stay. You belong on Earth. You are young. You should be able to breathe the air. To listen to the birds.”

      He nodded his head before heading over to the double doors I’d entered through.

      “You’re leaving?”

      “You can do this. I wish you the best of luck.”

      The doors clicked closed behind him, and I snapped into action mode.
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      I squeezed inside the capsule, taking in the tiny space. There were two seats, one behind the other. There were only two harnesses. Just as Telton had tried to explain thirteen years before. He’d told me there was only room for two. Memories crashed over me.

      I slipped into the first of the two seats so I’d have access to the instruments even though I had no idea how to use them.

      I attached the harness and leaned back in my seat. I powered on the tablet, waiting for it to click in to the capsule power source. According to Dr. Graham my androids would be handling the rest.

      There were a few beeps, and the lights on the dashboard lit up. The launch sequence began. I closed my eyes, trying to push away all thoughts and doubts. In the process memories flooded me. Memories I’d kept buried for years.

      “Stay away from him!” Benjamin yelled. His brown eyes were full of fear.

      I froze halfway between my brother and the strange man who promised he could take me to my parents. I didn’t remember them, but I knew going to them was the right thing to do.

      “It is okay, little one. Come here.” The tall man dressed all in black held out his hand to me. “You need to come before it’s too late.”

      “Rachel!” Benjamin ran toward me, his hand closing in on mine as something grabbed me from around the waist.

      In the next moment Benjamin was on the ground, and I was being pulled away. “Benjamin!” I screamed, but the arms around my waist only tightened. “Benjamin!” I screamed his name again.

      The memory faded away and was replaced by the loud sound of boosters roaring to life. Gradually the steady hum of the engine took over. I fought to stay awake, but my eyelids fought against me. I fell into a deep sleep.

      

      Small vibrations from all around me woke me up. I opened my eyes, blinking a few times until the instruments in front of me came into view. The dashboard read arrived. Was that possible? Hadn’t I just left Andrelexa? I didn’t know much about inter-galactic travel, so the only thing I could do was trust it. But trust was a big thing. If this wasn’t Earth, there was a good chance I wouldn’t be able to breathe. I had to trust the air and atmosphere. This was Earth. It had to be.

      I glanced down at my watch. If I connected it could give me my specific location, but it might also give my location to someone else back on Andrelexa. To be fair they probably had it already.

      Still, I wouldn’t take the chance. I had to trust the capsule had steered me right. I undid my harness, pressed the release on the capsule door, and took my first steps back on Earth.
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      “It’s not mine.” I looked down at the cluttered counter top rather than at the girl behind the help desk. A placard listing the technology center’s hours was knocked over, a pile of neon orange pamphlets advertising a computer service plan strewn on top of it.

      “The computer isn’t yours?” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “No, the computer is mine. Uh, the virus on there. That stuff. It’s my roommate’s,” I muttered, wishing I was anywhere but here at the help desk. I was also wishing the one hot girl who worked there wasn’t the one who happened to be on duty.

      “Does your roommate often borrow your computer to watch porn?” Her voice rose. A few snickers of laughter from behind me let me know we were far from alone.

      “Only when his laptop isn’t working.” I knew how lame I sounded, but it was the truth. I was also wishing I’d had a better password because borrowed wasn’t exactly the right word for when someone takes your things without asking.

      “I see.” She typed something into the desktop computer. “This might take awhile to fix. Want to leave it here?”

      As if I had a choice? “Yeah. Sure.” I needed my computer if I wanted any hope of getting my history paper done, but it was useless to me now that it was frozen on a screen of a naked chick.

      “You sure you are—I’m sorry— your roommate is going to be okay without this for a day or so?” Her lips twisted into a smirk. She was enjoying my torture entirely too much.

      “A day or so?” Shit. I was going to have to step foot into one of the archaic computer labs. Dale was going to pay for this.

      “We’ve got quite a few computers in front of yours.” She was still smirking. She no longer seemed hot.

      “Yeah. Whatever.” I waited for the email receipt to show up on my phone before leaving the help center behind.

      I was going to kill Dale when he got back in town, and if they couldn’t fix my laptop, he was buying me a new one. I wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

      I kicked a stray beer can with my sneaker as I made my way down the side street toward my house. The night was surprisingly cold for March in New Orleans. It was only a few weeks after Mardi Gras, and beads still hung from the trees at every turn, blowing every so often as the wind hit them.

      I put my hands in my pockets, glancing around the dark night. Walking alone at night was a stupid idea, but getting my computer fixed was top priority. If I wanted to get into my top choice law school, I needed to ace all my classes, including Modern American History. That meant blowing away the professor with this paper.

      The house came into view, and I heard a noise. A faint rustling. Last time I checked people didn’t hide in bushes before they robbed you. It was probably a squirrel or something. I was being an idiot, but I’d been paranoid for the past few years of my life.

      I picked up my pace a bit and kept moving.

      Another rustle.

      I glanced over my shoulder again as I ascended the rickety old steps to the house I rented. I was careful to skip the top step. That one was probably going to fall through one of these days.

      I pulled out my key and inserted it into the lock. I turned it a few times as I always had to. If there was one thing I learned from my seven months of living off campus, it was that some landlords sucked. Mine fell into that category.

      I got the lock to turn, pushed open the door, and heard the rustling again.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw only darkness.

      I could have called out and asked if anyone was there, but I wasn’t the idiot in scary movies who did that and then got killed. Instead I got right inside and closed the door behind me. I flicked on the lights and locked the door. I hated how paranoid I was, and despite wanting to ring Dale’s neck, I was glad he hadn’t been there to witness it. He’d have never let me live it down.

      I pulled back the vinyl blinds and looked out at the darkness. Nothing. No masked figure running up the porch stairs. Not even a raccoon coming out of the bushes. I was losing it.

      I set down my now empty backpack. I really wasn’t looking forward to having to spend hours in a computer lab.

      Moments later I was back at the window because I heard a creak on the stairs. There was someone out there.

      Despite it being an unquestionably stupid idea I swung open the door while holding absolutely no weapon. I stared out into the darkness again. “Is there anyone out there?”

      “Hi,” a distinctly female voice answered.

      I squinted, looking for the sign of anyone in the darkness. “Umm, where are you?”

      “Here.” A figure stepped out of the shadows. My body tensed. Just because it was a girl didn’t mean she wasn’t going to try to kill me.

      My jaw about dropped as the girl walked into the light coming from inside the house. She was easily 5’9 or 5’10 with long dark hair that fell in waves all the way to her waist. She was dressed in a fitted black jumpsuit that hugged her body like a glove. The outfit might have been odd some places but not in New Orleans, especially at night.

      She smiled in a forced sort of way. “Do you live here?”

      “Hi. Yeah. Why?” Technically she could have been looking for Dale, but I doubted it. Not this girl.

      “I think I used to live here.” She stared at the old shutters leaning against the side of the house.

      She thought? How didn’t she know? Was she that drunk? “Oh. Well, you don’t live here now.”

      “I know.” She cracked a small smile, this one less forced than the first. “Or wait. Was that supposed to be a joke?”

      “Yes, no.” I let my awkwardness take over. Great. At least I probably wouldn’t see this girl again to have to care about it. And at least I wasn’t showing her my porn-filled laptop. “Can I help you with something?”

      “I need to find my brother.”

      “Oh.” I looked out into the night again. I saw no one. “Do you need to borrow my phone or something?” I wasn’t thrilled at the idea. She’d probably steal it and then I’d be without a computer or a phone, but what other choice did I have? If she was legit and not trying to rob me, I’d be a total jerk not to offer.

      “No.” She shook her head. “Unless you have his number?”

      “What’s your brother’s name?” There was a small chance he was an acquaintance.

      “Benjamin Miller.”

      The name didn’t ring a bell at all. “I don’t know him.”

      “Oh.” She leaned on the stair railing.

      “No!” I yelled a little too loudly. “Don’t do that.”

      “Oh.” She straightened immediately. “Sorry.”

      “No. Don’t be. It’s just that railing is going to break. I didn’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Oh. Thank you.” She looked down at her shoes—shiny black boots—and then back at me. “This is the only address I have… could I come in?”

      “Come in?” I asked. “Here?”

      She nodded.

      “Now?”

      “Would that be okay? I promise I don’t mean you any harm. Please.” Her eyes were wide and honest, if eyes could be honest. “I have nowhere else to go.”

      Any ounce of resistance disappeared when those eyes locked on mine. Puppies had nothing on this girl. Nothing. “Sure. Come on in.”

      I held the door open wider, and she hurried in. Likely she wasn’t going to hesitate long enough for the offer to be rescinded. It wouldn’t have been though, and that had nothing to do with the way that tight black outfit hugged her body. Nor was it due to her haunting brown eyes. No. The reason the offer wouldn’t be rescinded is that I was a good person. Okay. Maybe her eyes had something to do with it.

      She walked around the room before stopping suddenly near the TV. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”

      “Hmm?” I watched her without really watching her. There’s a fine line between checking someone out and ogling.

      “There’s nothing here that reminds me of anything.” She buried her face in her hands.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No. Not in the slightest.”

      Not the answer I was expecting. “Oh. Well, then can I help in any way?”

      “Help me find my brother.” She gave me those damn eyes again. “Please?”

      “Benjamin Miller, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does he go to Tulane? Loyola?” Considering most of the houses on my street were rented by college students, I assumed that’s the demographic she was looking for.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know anything about his life now.”

      “Oh.” Ok, this was getting more difficult. She was confused, but she wasn’t acting drunk at all. Her speech was clear. She was standing up straight. She didn’t appear disoriented in any physical way. “Is there anyone else I could call? A friend or a roommate?” I wasn’t trying to get rid of the girl. But I also didn’t know what else to do.

      “I know no one else here.” She took a seat on our ancient black couch. It was left behind by the last tenants, and I didn’t want to know what some of the stains were.

      “Okay… so you’re from out of town?” I remained standing. I wasn’t sure if sitting down next to her would freak her out.

      “Yes. From out of town.” She looked up. “I’m Rachel.”

      “Hi, Rachel. I’m Noah.” I held out my hand.

      She accepted my hand and shook it, holding onto it a moment longer than necessary before letting it fall.

      “Where are you staying?”

      “Staying?” She furrowed her brow.

      “Yeah. What hotel or whatever? Or with a friend?”

      “Oh, I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I guess I assumed I’d find my brother… I guess I didn’t think things through at all. It was all such a rush.”

      “Well, you can stay here for the night if you want.” What had I just said? Was I insane?

      “I can?” Her eyes lit up.

      “Yeah. You can take my room.” If I was offering her a place to stay, I needed to make sure it was decent.

      “Where will you sleep?”

      “Out here.” The couch was safer than Dale’s bed.

      “Oh. I can’t ask that of you.” She pressed her lips together, pulling my attention to them. They were light pink and all natural. It didn’t look like she was even wearing lip gloss. Considering her over the top outfit the lack of makeup was surprising.

      “You’re not asking. I’m offering.”

      “Oh.” She seemed to think it over. “Great.” Her stomach growled.

      “Are you hungry? Have you eaten?” Okay, here was my chance to find out a few things. “Were you out drinking tonight?” That would explain her confusion even though she still really didn’t seem drunk.

      “No. I haven’t had anything to drink today.”

      “Not even water?” Maybe dehydration was the problem.

      She shook her head. “No. I left in a hurry.”

      “Oh. Well, I’ll get you some water.” I walked into the galley kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water out of the giant pack in the fridge. I handed one to her.

      She took it and stared at it a moment before twisting off the cap.

      “Yeah, it’s the generic brand. From Winn-Dixie.”

      “Generic brand.” She repeated my words.

      “Yeah, you know the store brand. It’s like half the price of the brand name stuff sometimes.” And now I sounded cheap. Good thing I wasn’t actually into this girl.

      “Good information to know.” She sipped the water. Then she sipped again before downing the entire thing. She crushed the empty bottle in her hands. “Thank you.”

      “You really were thirsty.” I was winning at this awkward thing.

      “May I truly spend the night here?” She brushed some of her brown hair behind her ear. She was wearing this unique kind of earring. It was black and wrapped around the edge of her ear and seemed to dip inside the ear too.

      “Yeah. Absolutely. Just don’t try to kill me.”

      “You make jokes a lot.”

      “Evidently not funny ones.” Usually my jokes landed okay. Not tonight.

      “I’m not the best at picking up on humor. Caspian tells me that all the time.” She adjusted a metal chain necklace around her neck. There was something on it, maybe a pendant, but it was hidden underneath her bodysuit.

      “Caspian?” I tried not to react to the name. It sounded like some brawny warrior or something. Knowing my luck he was her boyfriend and would show up looking for her and beat the crap out of me thinking I’d hurt her.

      “Oh. He’s my friend.” She looked down. “You wouldn’t know him.”

      “Got it.” I did my best to hide my momentary panic. “Can I get you anything else? I don’t actually have much food here. Cereal, peanut butter. I could make some eggs. That’s about it.”

      “The water was fine.” She held up the empty bottle.

      “Want another one?”

      “Yes, please.” She smiled.

      I retrieved one from the fridge and handed it over. She made no move to open it.

      I led her down the hall to my room. I pushed open the door, relieved I’d at least made my bed that day. “This is my room. It’s not much, but it’s a place to crash.”

      She studied the room before turning to me. “Thank you. Is there a place to… to?” She tapped the side of her head with her finger. “A bathroom. Yes, a bathroom.”

      Did she really take that long to remember the word for bathroom? There had to be an explanation. She was speaking in English. Maybe there was a faint accent there? Maybe it wasn’t her first language?

      “Yeah. Down here.” I led her out of my room and pointed to the door at the end of the hall. “It should be decently clean.” Thanks to me. Dale never cleaned.

      “Thanks.” She smiled before brushing past me.

      I tried not to notice the way her ass looked in the tight material. I had no idea what was going on with this girl. But from the small glance I allowed myself, the rear view of her was just as pleasant as the front. That meant I had to get her out of there before Dale got home tomorrow. I didn’t want to know the things that would come out of his mouth around her.
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      I barely slept. I didn’t really think Rachel was going to kill me in my sleep, but the fact that I wasn’t worried bothered me. Was it because of how pretty she was? Was I letting her good looks affect my senses?

      The door to my room remained closed after I’d said goodnight to her. I tried to pretend I didn’t know how gross the couch was as I lay there, but I was glad I was wearing pants and long sleeves and didn’t have to actually touch the fabric.

      By six o’clock I couldn’t wait any longer. I got up. Normally I’d have gotten on my computer, but I didn’t have that. Nor had I remembered to charge my phone the night before.

      Instead I went into the kitchen and started to make some eggs. I found some bread that wasn’t too far past expiration and set about making the best breakfast I could given the resources.

      I’d just moved the scrambled eggs off the stove when I heard the door to my room squeak open.

      “Good morning, Noah.”

      Thankfully I wasn’t holding the pan when I turned around. Otherwise I would have for sure dropped it. Rachel was wearing one of my t-shirts. Nothing but one of my t-shirts. Well, maybe she had underwear on, but she sure didn’t have on any pants. As she was pretty tall for a girl, there was a whole lot of leg on display. “Morning.” Crap. I had to pull it together.

      “I hope it’s okay I borrowed this.” She tugged on the bottom of the t-shirt.

      “Of course. Not a problem at all.” I rubbed the back of my neck.

      “Great. It’s very comfortable. Your bed was too.”

      “Oh. Good. I wasn’t sure.” Either Rachel was incredibly naive, or she knew how to play guys. Didn’t she realize what she was doing to me?

      “What’s that?” She pointed to the pan.

      “Eggs. I made eggs and toast. Want some?”

      “Oh. Food.” She peered into the pan. “That would be nice.”

      I smiled and turned, hating my jeans for the hell they were putting me through. I served up the eggs on two plates and set them down on the tiny kitchen table. I followed that with the toast and a tub of butter with a knife.

      She took a seat, sitting completely straight in the old wooden chair. She pushed herself in, all the while careful to keep her legs close together. I sat down next to her, my knee brushing against her in the process. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” She smiled.

      I tried not to read into her words, but was that her way of saying she was into me or something? Not that it mattered. After breakfast she needed to get dressed, and I needed to figure out what to do.

      We ate in silence until she’d completely polished off her plate. “That was wonderful.”

      “Uh, thanks.” The eggs had been fine. Wonderful was probably stretching it, but maybe she was trying to be polite. “So, what do you want to do? I mean you’re still looking for your brother, right?”

      “Will you help me?” Again she set those eyes on me. They were two shades of brown. Dark around the outside, lighter brown toward the center.

      I shook myself. “Sure, if I can.”

      “Thank you.” She set her fork down on her plate.

      “Do you have anything else with you? Maybe you left it somewhere? Clothes? That sort of thing?” I still struggled to believe she’d come to New Orleans with only the clothes on her back and nothing else.

      “No.” She looked down at her empty plate.

      “And where are you from?” Maybe in the light of day it was okay to press for more answers.

      “Far away.”

      “Okay… lots of places are far away.” I didn’t want to snap at her, but I needed her to give me something.

      “I promise you haven’t heard of it. But I have nothing with me. Where do you suggest I go to find clothing? From the few people I’ve seen, I can tell my outfit is different from what people typically wear here.”

      “Different is cool and all, but you may get more attention than you want.” I hoped that was the right way to put it. “And where to get clothes usually depends on how much money you have.”

      “I don’t really have any money per se. I could maybe get some.”

      Oh boy. It was time to get some help. “I might have an idea. Could you give me a second?”

      “Sure.” She nodded. “Absolutely.”

      I picked up my phone and found my charger. I walked into my bedroom. The bed was perfectly made with the pillows all piled up. I called the only person who might be able to help me. That is if she wanted to.

      “Hi. What do you need?” Angie, my sister, picked up the way she usually did. She had been happy enough when I’d followed her halfway across the country to New Orleans, but that didn’t mean we spent much time together. To be fair I only called her when I needed something. I needed to start remembering to check in for other reasons.

      “Hey, sis. How are you?”

      “Are you okay? You sound weird.” Annoyed sister switched to worried. She was generally one of the two when it came to me. “Are you sick or something?”

      “No. But I have a bit of a situation.” I wasn’t exactly sure situation was the right word, but it was the only one that came to mind.

      “Oh no. Please tell me you didn’t do something stupid.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly call this stupid.” It was in some ways, but it went far beyond my stupidity.

      “What is it!!” she screamed.

      I pulled the phone away so she wouldn’t destroy my eardrums and closed the door a little so Rachel wouldn’t hear. I lowered my voice. “Last night this random girl showed up. Or followed me home. I don’t know.”

      Angie sighed. “Oh no. Here we go.”

      “What?”

      “Really?” She clicked her tongue. “You expect me to believe a girl followed you home.”

      “Just listen. Okay? Leave your judgment for afterward.”

      “Fine.”

      I could pretty much picture Angie’s eye roll. “She showed up dressed all weird.”

      “All weird?”

      “Let me finish.” It was my turn to get annoyed. “And she said she used to live here. I let her come in.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?” I peeked out of the room to make sure Rachel wasn’t standing right outside or anything.

      “Why’d you let her come in? That’s why you needed to tell me what she was wearing? Sexy stuff? Did she convince you she was really into you, and then you slept with her and she is now demanding payment?”

      “What?” I coughed. “No. Rachel is not a prostitute.”

      “Rachel, huh? The girl has a name.”

      “Of course she has a name. And for the record, I didn’t sleep with her. I didn’t touch her. She slept in my room, and I slept on the couch.”

      “So what’s the problem exactly?” Angie’s voice was far more relaxed.

      “She’s looking for her brother. She has nothing with her. No money or extra clothes or anything. She’s actually just walking around in one of my t-shirts.”

      “Please tell me Dale isn’t there.”

      “Not yet, but he’s going to be back soon. Shit, I have to make her get changed, but I doubt the other outfit is going to help much.”

      “The weird one?”

      “Skin tight black bodysuit.” I didn’t even want to let my mind go to how hot she’d looked.

      “Like leather? Like she’s into fetish stuff?”

      “No. Like, I don’t know. I’ve never really seen this material. It kind of reminded me of something I saw at comic-con.”

      “Comic-con? Oh yeah? You found a sci-fi nerd like you? What’s the problem?”

      “The problem is she seems confused, she has no money, and she has nowhere to go.”

      “Is she foreign?”

      “I don’t know. She struggled to remember the word bathroom yesterday, but she doesn’t have an accent or anything.” I looked out again. Rachel was still in the kitchen. “Angie. Please. I need your help.”

      “What help exactly?”

      “Get over here and bring some extra clothes.”

      “How do you know my stuff will fit her?”

      “She’s a giant like you.” And I didn’t mean that in a bad way. There was nothing wrong with a tall girl.

      “I am only 5’9. That does not make me a giant.”

      “I’m joking.” Once again my joke had fallen flat. Maybe I needed to retire them.

      “Fine. But you owe me.”

      “I don’t care. I’ll pay you. I swear. I just need your help.”

      “Ok. I’ll be there in a few.” She hung up.

      I hated having to go to my sister for help, but I was in over my head.

      “Hello, hello.” Dale’s voice rang from the kitchen.

      Shit. I bolted from my room in time to find Dale still holding a duffel bag and gawking at Rachel. “Looks like someone had fun while I was gone.”

      I tried to give Dale some sort of look, but he only winked at me. I went with another avenue. “Hey, Rachel. Why don’t you wait in my room?”

      She looked between us, confused.

      “Rachel, huh? Hi, Rachel. I’m Dale.” He held out a hand.

      She glanced at me before accepting his outstretched hand. “Hi. Nice to meet you.”

      “Really, you should wait in my room.”

      “Why? You afraid she might like me?” Dale still held onto her hand.

      “Fine. Whatever. Dale, why don’t you come talk to me in my room? It’s important.”

      “I’m perfectly fine out here.” He grinned at her.

      “Now.” I gritted my teeth.

      “Okay. Okay.” He dropped her hand, finally seeming to get the hint or at least get that I was going to lose it if he didn’t listen. He stared after her for a moment before he followed me down the hall to my room.

      I closed my door most of the way.

      Dale dropped his bag. “That wasn’t cool, man. Way to scare a girl off.”

      “You don’t know what’s going on.” And I wished I didn’t have to tell him. But as she was in the house we shared, I owed him an explanation.

      “What’s going on is that you have a hot girl wearing your t-shirt in our kitchen. I think I can figure it out.” He grinned.

      “No. It’s not what you think.”

      “Oh yeah? She just swung by for breakfast?” He wove his finger in the air.

      “No. She stayed in my room last night.”

      “See. There we go. Some honesty.” He put his hands on my shoulders. “She’s hot, man. There is nothing to be ashamed of. Why are you being so shady?”

      “Because I didn’t sleep with her, ok? Do you really think I’d be hiding that from you? Be serious for a minute.”

      His expression turned serious. “Then what’s going on? Why is she wearing your t-shirt in our kitchen?”

      “She showed up here last night. What was I supposed to do? Kick her out?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “No way. I’d have done the same thing.”

      “Especially if you saw what she was wearing.”

      “Hot?” His eyes widened.

      “Tight black bodysuit that looked more at place on Star Trek than in New Orleans.”

      He grinned. “Okay. Wait. She’s hot and a nerd? So if you didn’t sleep with her…”

      “Get a grip. Angie is on the way here to help.”

      “To help?” He wrinkled his nose. “Why would we need help?”

      “Because she may have... I don’t know how to explain this. She won’t tell me where she’s from, and she’s asking for help finding her brother. I have no clue who her brother is, and from the way she’s talking she doesn’t even really either.”

      “Wait. She’s got a screw loose?”

      “No.” Those were the exact words I was going to use, but hearing them from Dale made me really glad I hadn’t uttered them. “She’s confused.”

      “Come on. She can’t be that bad. We just had a conversation.”

      “That lasted two minutes, and I’m sure she didn’t actually tell you anything about herself.”

      “Because you pulled me away.” He pushed open the door. “Don’t worry. I have this.”

      Rachel was in the same spot where we left her. “Noah, would you like me to leave?” Her puppy eyes were on full display.

      “Of course not. Why would you say that?”

      “You got really stressed when Dale showed up. Is my presence the issue?”

      “I’m not stressed.” I rubbed the back of my neck.

      “Yes, you are.” She smiled in a playful way. “I can tell.”

      “Okay. Maybe a little. But that doesn’t mean I want you to leave.”

      “I heard you need a little bit of help locating someone.” Dale leaned on the counter. “I’m pretty good at that stuff.”

      “Noah has already agreed to help.” She looked at me. “Right?”

      She wanted to work with me instead of Dale. I tried not to be happy about that. But I was. “Of course. I’m always happy to help.”

      “But it never hurts to have more help.” Dale straightened. “We’ll figure it out sooner.”

      “As long as Noah stays.” There was something vulnerable about the way she said it. If I wasn’t protective of her already, I would have been then.

      Dale winked. “Yeah. I’m sure you want Noah to stay.”

      I shot him a look to kill.

      “Where do we begin searching for someone?” Rachel crossed her legs at her ankles.

      “Oh. We…” Where did you start looking for someone? It wasn’t like this was something I had any experience with.

      I heard the sound of someone on the steps. Before I could reach the door it burst open, and Angie walked in.

      “Knock much?” Dale ribbed.

      She glared at him. “Shut up—” the words died in her throat as she noticed Rachel. “Uh, hi.”

      I’d never seen Angie that flustered. Maybe she’d thought I was messing with her. “Rachel, this is my sister, Angie.”

      “Hi.” Rachel held out her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you too.” Angie accepted her hand. “I brought you some extra clothes.” She held out a plastic shopping bag full of clothes.

      “Oh.” Rachel looked down at her borrowed shirt. “Right. To help me blend in with the local way of dress.”

      “Yeah… Noah never told me. Where are you from?” Angie asked in an off-handed way.

      “You wouldn’t have heard of it.” Rachel accepted the bag.

      “Try me.” Angie smiled. She had this way of being pushy without really coming off as pushy.

      “Well, I was born here. But I haven’t lived here in a long time.”

      Okay. That was a start. So far Angie seemed to know what she was doing.

      “And you moved?” Angie pressed. “When you were younger?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You must have moved pretty far if the dress is so different…” Angie wasn’t one for subtleness.

      “Yes... far.” Rachel glanced at me. I got the feeling she was looking to me for help.

      “Is there a reason you don’t want to tell us?” Angie kept her voice even and low. “Or maybe you don’t want to tell them?” Angie nodded toward Dale and me. “If you want to talk to me alone that’s fine too.”

      Rachel shook her head. “I want Noah here.”

      Yet again her words made me happy, even though they probably shouldn’t. I told myself it was because I liked being helpful, but it was more than that. Not that I was ready to accept that yet. “I’m here.”

      “Ok. How about we set the where you’re from part aside and focus on your brother. Isn’t that who you’re looking for?” Angie placed her bag down on the counter and walked around to the kitchen table.

      “Yes. Benjamin.” Rachel pivoted.

      “Okay. Why do you think he’s here?” Angie took a seat at the table.

      “This was the last place I saw him.”

      “New Orleans?” Angie pulled out the chair next to her and gestured for Rachel to join her.

      Rachel took the seat. “Yes, but specifically this house. Well, outside, but at this house.”

      “You’ve been in this house before?” Dale interrupted.

      “I lived in this house before I…before I left New Orleans.”

      “Oh. And when was that?” Angie asked casually.

      “When I was a child.”

      “Okay. And why did you leave without your brother?” Dale jumped in again.

      Rachel paled.

      Great. Dale had struck again.

      I’d planned to largely let Angie handle this conversation, but I had to smooth over Dale’s words. They sounded like an accusation of wrongdoing. Without any evidence to support my point of view, I still didn’t think she could have intentionally done anything wrong. “What he meant was why haven’t you seen him in so long?”

      “I was so young and confused.” Rachel folded her hands on the table in front of her.

      Angie gave me a look. “Noah, can we talk for a sec?”

      “Wait. You’re leaving?” Rachel’s eyes were wide.

      “Just for a second. And Dale will be here.” Angie smiled in a way I assumed was supposed to be reassuring.

      Dale grinned. There was no way that was reassuring.

      “It will only be a minute.” I didn’t particularly want to leave her with Dale, but I figured there was a reason Angie was pulling me to the side.

      I followed Angie into my room. I was having a lot of conversations in my room today.

      Angie closed the door. “Okay. There’s been some sort of trauma here.”

      “You’re a history student not a psychologist.” I leaned back against my desk.

      “I know… but I’m also a woman. I can tell these sorts of things.”

      “What are you suggesting?” My stomach turned at the thought of anyone hurting Rachel.

      “We need to make her feel safe enough to confide in us so we can get her help.”

      “Help? To find this brother?” I really hoped the brother actually existed. He seemed to be the only thing she really knew or cared about.

      “Get real, Noah. Her brother? Who she hasn’t seen since she was a little girl? You really think he’s here? For all we know he’s made up.”

      Just as when Dale used the screw loose comment, hearing my thoughts come from someone else’s mouth made them seem vile. “He’s real.” And no matter what else happened, I knew I had to help Rachel find him.
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      Angie knew me well enough to give up easily. “Ok. Whether he’s real or not, my plan is still the same.”

      “As long as your plan involves helping her, I’m game.”

      “You’ve never been one to get blinded by a pretty face.” Angie sat on the edge of my bed. “Or a nice set of legs.”

      “She does have both of those things.”

      “Noah.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Sorry. Couldn’t help it. Okay. Your plan involves her confiding in us, but what’s the end goal? She’s not a student. We can’t use health services or any university counseling or anything. Isn’t that what you’re talking about? All that trauma talk?”

      Angie pulled her legs up under her. “We need to figure out if she has any family around here. Friends. How did she even get here?”

      “And how are we going to do that? She won’t even tell us where she came from.” And that part was starting to get to me. Everyone was entitled to secrets, but she had too many.

      “You’re going to talk to her.”

      “Me?” I put a hand to my chest.

      “Yes, you. She trusts you. You saw how she reacted when I suggested we talk without you. It’s probably some attachment issue.”

      “Again, you have no training in psychology.” I eyed my closed door. I really hoped Dale was being normal. Well, as normal as Dale could be.

      “Do you deny she seems to have latched on to you specifically?”

      “Maybe it’s normal. I’m the one who let her in. She met me first.” And now it sounded like I was talking about a dog. Real nice.

      “She needs to get changed. Maybe after we can get her to leave the house for a bit. Get some fresh air, and she’ll start talking.”

      I had to admit, Angie had a good point. “Thanks for coming.”

      Angie shrugged. “I don’t want you to get arrested or killed.”

      “And you think Rachel is going to lead to one of those things?” I shook my head.

      “I don’t think she’s dangerous. I’m not going to pretend it’s a psychology thing, just an instinct. But that doesn’t mean she doesn’t have dangerous friends. Like I said there’s trauma there.”

      “Like how she said she was really confused about why she left without her brother…” I trailed off. There had to be a story there, and I had a feeling it was going to be a very dark one.

      “Yes, and you are going to have to get answers.”

      “And you’ll stay around until I do?” I didn’t want to sound like I needed my sister, but I did. Maybe Rachel was attached to me or something, but having another girl around couldn’t hurt. Particularly one like Angie.

      “You’re the only brother I have.”

      “I know.” And I hated to think about that. Angie and I had been through a dark history of our own.

      “All right. I hope you’re ready.” Angie rose and walked over to the door.

      We walked back out. Rachel was still sitting at the kitchen table. Dale was sitting across from her.

      “Hey.” I walked into Rachel’s line of sight. “Want to try on the clothes Angie brought over? She’s tall like you are, so maybe they’ll fit well.”

      “Oh. Thanks.” Rachel stood, picked up the bag, and walked down the hall to my room. She closed the door behind her.

      As soon as the door closed, Dale leaned in. “You could have left her in that t-shirt a few minutes longer.”

      “You are such an asshole.” Angie smacked his arm.

      He rubbed his arm. “It’s a joke. Ever hear of it?”

      “It’s misogynistic.”

      “Oh… big fancy words.” He slumped down in his chair.

      “You know what that means.”

      “Can you two stop?” I groaned. “We have bigger things to worry about.”

      “If Dale doesn’t rein it in, we will have bigger problems.”

      She was right. Completely right. “Angie is right. Chill out.”

      “I get you called dibs.” A smile replaced the frown on his face.

      “This has nothing to do with dibs. Rachel’s clearly got some issues. We need to help her.”

      “Do you think she maybe, uh, took something to cause this?” Dale tapped the side of his head. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “This is trauma, not drugs.” Angie leaned back against the counter.

      “They aren’t mutually exclusive.” Dale leaned forward on his elbows. “Often they go hand in hand.”

      Before I could say anything Rachel came out of my room dressed in jeans and a purple long sleeve shirt. “This is better than what I wore last night, right?”

      Better was a hard word when comparing anything to a tight black bodysuit. “You look very nice.”

      “Would you like to take a walk? Get some fresh air?” Angie jumped to her feet. “Noah will come of course.”

      “Of course,” Dale used a patronizing voice I hoped she didn’t pick up on.

      “What about finding Benjamin?”

      “We need to come up with a plan first.” I hoped that bought us some time. “A walk might help us with that.” I wasn’t sure what was going to help with that, but I was all for trying.

      “Sure.” Rachel put a hand in her pocket, watching as her fingers disappeared inside. It was almost as if she’d never seen a pocket before. “Can we go to the park? I remember loving it there.”

      Angie and I exchanged looks. This was good. I was pretty sure it was. She was opening up more. “Audubon Park?”

      “I don’t remember what it was called. But it was close to here.”

      “I bet it’s this one. It’s just down the street.” Angie smiled. “Noah, let her borrow a sweatshirt. It’s cool out this morning.”

      I headed to my room and grabbed a generic grey zip-up hoodie. I handed it to her after unzipping it. If she hadn’t seen pockets before, it wasn’t a far stretch to think that she hadn’t seen zippers either.

      She smiled in thanks and slipped it on. It was big on her, but she didn’t seem to care. She examined the zipper before dropping it and leaving it open. I thought it wise not to offer to help. Embarrassing her wasn’t going to help us.

      We headed out. It took me a minute to get the door to lock, and Rachel waited at the bottom of the stairs for me. “Your door isn’t very secure.”

      “No. It’s not.” If I thought the landlord would do anything about it I would have told him.

      “You should fix that.”

      “Okay. I will.” Rather I’d make a phone call. I wasn’t investing any money into this rental.

      “You promise?”

      Why did she care about the safety of my apartment? I figured it didn’t really matter. “Okay, I promise.”
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      Even dressed in jeans and my sweatshirt, there was something different about her. Her face had a kind of glow to it. There was also something so innocent, and not in the sexual way. In all ways.

      I tried not to stare too much as we made the walk over to Audubon Park, but I allowed my eyes to linger for a few moments as she stepped through the columns demarking the start of the park.

      “This is the park I remember.” Rachel hurried ahead. “I remember splashing the water around in that fountain with my brother.” She pointed at an old fountain I usually just walked past.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Angie joined her by the fountain. “It’s the Gumbel Memorial Fountain. It’s been there since 1919, I think. Can you imagine having something so magnificent dedicated in your honor?”

      “Angie is a history nerd,” I quickly explained.

      Rachel smiled. “It is beautiful.”

      “How old were you when you left?” That seemed like a safe question and tangentially tied to talk of history.

      “I was five.” She dipped her hand into the water and moved it around. She closed her eyes.

      “And you’re how old now?” I needed to ask. I was pretty positive she was close to my age, but one could never know.

      “Eighteen.”

      “So thirteen years.” I thought about how much changed in that amount of time especially when you were a kid. “A really long time.”

      She opened her eyes. “Yes.” She looked at a couple of kids riding their bikes. “A lot has changed.”

      “I’m sure it has. The city has been through a lot since then.”

      “Every place has.” She wove her hand in the air to dry it off. “How long have you lived here?”

      “In New Orleans? This is my second year. I came here for college. I’m a sophomore.”

      “And where did you come from?” She pushed her hands inside the pockets of her borrowed sweatshirt.

      “St. Louis.”

      “Is that far from here?” She walked around the fountain toward the track that circled the park.

      “Driving it’s around ten hours.”

      “That’s not too far.” She looked every which way as she walked, slowing down every so often.

      “I take it you live further away than that now.”

      “Yes. Much further.” She walked ahead on the path. I glanced behind me. Angie and Dale had fallen back. I assumed that was purposeful on the part of Angie. She was giving me space to get answers. “This looks different. The entrance was the same, but this has changed.”

      “Oh yeah?” I wasn’t sure what to say. Not much had changed since I arrived in the city the year before.

      “I remember it feeling bigger.” She stopped and ran her palm over the bark of a tree.

      “Well, you were smaller.”

      “True.” She smiled and resumed walking.

      “Do you feel okay talking about your brother?”

      “Why wouldn’t I? It’s why I’m here. I need to find him.” She stared up at the sky using her hand as a shield from the sun.

      “Why were you separated? Did you go with your parents? Or did he? Or one with each parent?” I tried to be gentle with my words, but I wasn’t entirely sure if I was successful as a look of pain crossed her face. “Sorry. I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to—” Great. I was absolutely horrible at this.

      “No. It’s okay. It’s just really hard to explain.”

      “Try me.” I stopped next to one of the huge oak trees that dotted the park.

      Angie sent me a quizzical look as she walked past with Dale. I merely shrugged. If Rachel wanted to tell me her secrets, that didn’t mean she had to tell my sister and roommate.

      Rachel waited a few moments until they were out of earshot. “You won’t believe me.”

      “How would you know until you try?” I shifted my weight from foot to foot.

      “Because I know.”

      I started walking again. Slowly. “I don’t know how to help you unless you give me more information.”

      “I gave you his name.” She was still looking around her like she didn’t want to miss a single detail.

      “You think there’s only one Benjamin Miller out there?”

      She shook her head. “No. I guess you’re right. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Can’t you tell me anything?” I didn’t want to beg, but I wasn’t sure what I was going to do if she didn’t open up to me.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “I can.”

      “Okay. Good.” I waited eagerly.

      “I wasn’t born in New Orleans. My parents sent us to live with my aunt. It had something to do with a war.”

      “Okay.” Maybe she was a refugee of some sort? That would fit into the whole trauma argument Angie made.

      “When you left New Orleans, did you go back to your parents? Did your brother stay here with your aunt?” I tried to carefully pick my words.

      “No. I left with someone else…” She trailed off. “I was adopted.”

      “Oh.” Okay. That was something. “But not your brother?”

      “He could only take one.”

      “Oh. That’s tough.” So she was back here with some sort of guilt. At least that’s what I assumed it was. Maybe things with her aunt were rough, but she got adopted by a family with more resources? Or she felt bad leaving him to begin with? But how much choice could she have had at age five? “I can’t relate exactly, but I know what’s it like to say goodbye to a sibling. My brother died.”

      “That’s horrible.” She wrapped her hand around mine. Her hand was warm and strong. “I am so sorry, Noah.”

      I forced a smile. “It’s all right. Just part of life I guess.”

      I waited for her to ask more. To push me on why he died like everyone else I’d ever told. She didn’t. “If you don’t want to help me, you don’t have to.”

      “I told you I would.”

      “I know, but I’m out of your house now. This would be an easier time to brush me off. You could leave me here at the park and go on with your life.”

      “But I don’t want to.” I didn’t. I barely knew this girl, yet I did know that saying goodbye sounded less than appealing. I wanted to get to know her better, to unravel the mystery that was this gorgeous brunette with the crazy backstory.

      “Good.” She smiled. “But, Noah?”

      “Yes?”

      “Do you think your sister and friend want to help? I don’t want them to feel pressured at all…”

      “Angie’s protective. After my brother… well, after he died she became even more so. She’s not ditching me. And Dale gets bored easily. He’ll stick around for this as long as it holds his attention.” My hand was still tucked inside of hers. It felt far too natural.

      “Where do you suggest we start?” She looked at our joined hands and pulled hers away. “To find Benjamin.”

      “Angie’s going to be the best one to help with that,” I explained. “She’s really good at anything involving research.”

      “Okay. Should we catch up with her then?”

      “Sure.” I agreed even though I wasn’t really ready to share her with the others again.

      “The sky is so blue.” She looked up again. Her eyes wide as she scanned the sky.

      “It’s a nice day today. A little cool, but not too bad.”

      “Is it always this blue here?” She turned all around with her head tilted up.

      “No. It rains a lot. Sometimes with absolutely no warning.”

      “Oh.” She pulled her eyes from the sky and set them on me.

      “I usually carry an umbrella with me in case that happens. I’m not today though. Just to warn you.”

      “I don’t mind getting wet. Rain can’t hurt you.” She said it like she was asking a question.

      “Not usually. No. But it isn’t great to walk around in wet jeans and socks. I can tell you that from experience. Especially when you then are stuck in a boring lecture for two hours in said wet jeans and socks.”

      She laughed. “Okay. I don’t want to experience that. But sometimes the rain can be nice, right?”

      “Yes. Sometimes.” I had the distinct impression getting stuck in the rain with Rachel might be really nice. But not that day. Not when there was still so much more to figure out.

      “Do they still make those frozen treats?” She abruptly changed the subject.

      “Frozen treats?”

      “Yes. I remember there were different colors and flavors. My aunt took us sometimes.”

      “You’re talking about sno-balls, aren’t you?” Angie walked up to us with Dale right behind her. “Sweet flavored ice?”

      “Yes.” Rachel nodded. “That sounds right.”

      “Plum Street just opened up again for the season.” Dale surprisingly supplied helpful information. “We could go there.”

      “And are the animals still here? On the other side of the park?”

      “The zoo?” I wasn’t sure why I was asking. She couldn’t have really have been talking about anything else.

      “Yes!” She grinned. “The elephants were huge. And those cute animals who swam around in circles.” Rachel sounded so young as she reminisced. Underneath her excitement was a sadness that was hard to miss.

      “We can go to the zoo if you want.” I was missing class, but worse things had happened.

      “Oh.” Her face became blank. “I mean we have to find Benjamin.”

      “We don’t have to stay long. I have a membership, so I can get you in for free.” Angie nudged my shoulder.

      “Yeah, it won’t take long.”

      “Okay. Zoo first, and then we’ll find him.”
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      “Still want that sno-ball?” We were headed back toward home after a few hours at the zoo. Rachel had been as mesmerized by the animals as she hinted that she’d be. I’d been to the zoo a bunch of times, yet it felt like the first time when I was with her. Instead of rushing by like I usually did, she took her time. She generally walked around an enclosure until she found an ideal spot. She zoned in so intently, it took one of us loudly clearing our throat or gently coaxing her along to move anywhere.

      I didn’t want to, but I was beginning to agree more and more with Angie about the trauma angle. Based on the way Rachel viewed things as if seeing them for the first time, my best guess was she had been in a bunker or something.

      Rachel shook her head. “Oh. No. That’s okay.”

      “You’re not in the mood?” Angie asked gently.

      “No… I. I don’t have any money.”

      “Yeah, we know.” Angie smiled. “I can afford to buy you one.”

      “You are already being so nice to me.”

      “So let me be nicer.” Angie walked by her side. Sometimes my sister could be really cool.

      Instead of turning immediately toward the house, we detoured to Plum and Burdette Street to hit up the best sno-balls around as far as I was concerned.

      “Wow. That’s a lot of choices.” Rachel stared at the menu of flavors. “What kind should I get?”

      “Well, what do you like?” I turned my back to the bright yellow sign behind the counter.

      “I’m not sure.” She frowned.

      I needed to get rid of that expression. “You can’t go wrong with classics like cherry and lemon.”

      “Ok. I’ll have that.” The frown was replaced by a smile, and I returned it with a smile of my own.

      “Get her a pail, so she gets the Chinese food container.” Dale pointed to the cups displayed on the wall. “That way she gets the real experience.”

      She shook her head. “The smallest is fine with me.”

      “We could split if you want cherry and lemon,” I suggested without really thinking it through. That probably came off as pushy. “But you could also get your own and eat what you want.”

      “Sharing sounds good.”

      A few minutes later we had our sno-balls and started the walk back to my house. Rachel took a bite with her plastic spoon. She closed her eyes, as if to better savor the taste. “Just as good as I remember.”

      Angie shoved me. I stopped staring. I was a creeper. A certified creeper, but I couldn’t help it. I’d never seen anyone enjoy a sno-ball that much.

      “So you got them a lot with your brother then?” Angie took a bite of her strawberry shortcake cream flavored one. Angie was weird about flavors.

      “Not a lot, but enough that I remember the taste.”

      “I’d never had one until I moved here. Other places have shaved ice or Italian ice, but this is different,” I rambled on.

      “You picked good flavors.” She handed the container back over to me.

      “Oh. Glad you like them.” I glanced at my watch as we turned on my street. “Crap. I have class in fifteen minutes.” Normally I’d have skipped. I’d already missed one class that day, but I couldn’t miss Modern American History. Not a chance.

      “Oh.” Rachel reached over and took another spoonful. “I forgot you are still in school.”

      “Unfortunately I have plenty of years to go.” The house came into view.

      “Should I wait at the house?” The house? I noticed she didn’t refer to it as my house. I knew there was no reason to read into it. She was used to viewing the house as hers.

      “You can come with me.” Once again I spoke without thinking.

      “Really?” Rachel’s voice lilted. “I won’t be a burden?”

      “No. It’s really not going to be a problem.”

      “But isn’t that a small class?” Dale pulled out his keys as we reached the steps. “Your professor is going to notice. She’d be better off going to bio chem with me.”

      “And bore her to death?” I held open the door for Rachel and Angie.

      “How would any subject bore me that much?” Rachel’s brow furrowed.

      “It’s a joke.” Dale took a seat at the table. “I’m going to skip bio chem. I wasn’t supposed to be back for class today anyway.”

      “What is your class about?” Rachel turned to me.

      “History. It’s specifically about the turn of the twentieth century through World War II.”

      “Oh.” Rachel clasped her hands together. “I’d really like to go to that class.”

      “I’ll tell my professor you’re a friend visiting. Just go along with my explanation. Okay?” I didn’t want to get a professor involved if I didn’t have to.

      “Sure.” She nodded. “Do we go now?”

      “I need to grab my stuff, but then we can head over.”

      “Ok.”

      “I need to run to class too. I’ll meet up with you guys later?” Angie met my eyes.

      “Yes. Sounds good.” I had a feeling she wasn’t going to class. She was likely going to be researching something relating to Rachel.

      I expected Rachel to remind me of my promise to help find her brother afterward, but she didn’t this time. I grabbed my bag, and we started the short walk over toward campus. Rachel walked beside me, always looking up and around. “Do you hear that?” She stopped.

      “Hear what?”

      “That bird? It’s beautiful.” There was genuine wonder in her voice.

      “Oh.” I focused and could barely hear a bird chirping over the sounds of cars passing by. “You’ve got good hearing.”

      “No. I just missed those sounds.”

      “There are no birds where you live?” And this is where I was acutely reminded of our situation.

      “Not like this.” Her voice was low. “Sorry to make you stop.”

      “Please don’t apologize. It’s good to stop to listen to the birds. Kind of like when people say, take the time to stop and smell the roses.”

      “That’s a nice saying.” She put her hands back in the pockets of the sweatshirt.

      “You haven’t heard it?”

      “Not that I remember.”

      “People say it everywhere. Well, in the U.S.”

      “Yeah, not where I was raised.”

      We fell into silence as we crossed the quad. I stopped her right before we walked into the grey stone building. “Remember, go along with whatever I tell the teacher.”

      “I will.”

      I led the way down the hallway and into the classroom. Professor O’Neil was seated at the desk at the front of the room. I walked over, hoping he bought my story.

      Professor O’Neil smiled. “Hi, Mr. Cole. What can I do for you?”

      “This is my friend. Rachel. She’s visiting for a few days. Is it okay if she sits in on class today?”

      “Of course.” Professor O’Neil smiled. “Welcome to my class.”

      Rachel nodded. “Thank you. I look forward to listening.”

      “Are you a fan of history?” Professor O’Neil adjusted his glasses.

      “Yes. Very much so.” She smiled. “Although I don’t know much about it.”

      “Well then, studying history is the right move. I hope you enjoy our discussion today.”

      “Thanks, Professor O’Neil.” I led Rachel to two empty seats in the middle of the room.

      Rachel sat with her hands folded on the desk in front of her. I opened my notebook. I preferred to take notes on my laptop, but there was no chance of that happening for a few days.

      “Today we are going to continue our discussion on the lead up to the United State’s entry into World War II.” Professor O’Neil stood in front of his desk. “I trust everyone has finished the Pearl Harbor reading.”

      There was a collective murmur of yes. Thankfully I’d read that a few days before. I’d gotten no work done the night before.

      Rachel stared ahead with rapt attention.

      “Why did it take Pearl Harbor for the U.S. to enter the war?” A girl named Emily asked. We’d ended up in quite a few classes together. “With all the articles in the newspapers, all the evidence about what the Nazis were doing? No one cared until a U.S. base was attacked.”

      “It’s not that no one cared.” Martin, a kid who found a way to argue with everyone, jumped in. “They didn’t believe it.”

      “It has nothing to do with believing it. They were trying to keep the U.S. out of another war. We had enough of our own problems.” A girl, I had no idea what her name was, jumped in.

      Emily groaned. “See nothing changes.”

      I raised my hand. Twenty percent of our grade was participation. “It’s because people don’t want to get involved until they have to. Even when we went to war, it was because it would benefit us in some way, or really the politicians.”

      “Exactly my point.” Emily turned around.

      I glanced over at Rachel. She was leaning on her elbow. I couldn’t get a read on what she thought of the discussion.

      Professor O’Neil let us debate things for a while before he reeled us back in to talk about Pearl Harbor. The fifty minutes flew by, and before I knew it class was dismissed.

      Rachel remained in her seat. I smiled at her. “Up for another class?”

      “What’s the topic of that one?” She sounded tired. Weak even.

      “Music. It’s another fifty minutes, and then I’ll be done with class for the day.”

      “Music? That could be fun.”

      “It kind of is.” I shrugged.

      “Only kind of?”

      “What I mean is I prefer to actually play music.”

      “What kind of music do you play?” The excitement was back in her voice.

      “Jazz mostly. I play guitar and piano.”

      “But you have no piano at home.” She looked at my hands, and I wondered if she were studying my fingers.

      “I do. I mean at my parents’ house. I’m only renting your old house for this year.”

      “Yes. You mentioned you hadn’t been there long.” She swung her arms at her side. “I wonder who lived there before you.”

      I pulled her out of the way just in time before a bike knocked her over. I understood the appeal of cycling but not if you can’t manage to do it without taking pedestrians out. “You okay?”

      She nodded. “Of course. Who lived there before you?”

      “A couple of girls. I know the owners have rented it out for at least a few years, but based on the condition, I’d say longer.”

      “Do you know the owner? Could we maybe find records?” There was a hopeful note to her voice.

      “Wait.” Something dawned on me. “You’re looking for your brother, but what about your aunt? If she owned the house she might be easier to track down. Whether the landlord has records or not, all home sales are public record I think. But if she rented it I can’t help you there.”

      “My Aunt Ruth was older then. I assumed she would no longer be around, but how long do people generally live here?”

      “Here as in New Orleans? I would think the rate would be pretty similar to everywhere else in the developed world.”

      “The developed world?”

      She’d definitely been living under a rock or in a bunker somewhere. “Yeah, developed countries. Not to say other countries aren’t good.” I needed to cover my bases in case she’d been living somewhere that wasn’t considered developed. “But they might have different life expectancies.”

      “And how long would that be? For the developed world?”

      “I don’t know. I think the average is eighty or something, but some people can live to a hundred. Not many though.”

      “So technically she could be alive.”

      “What’s her last name? Is it Miller too?”

      “I think so.”

      I pulled out my phone and texted the name to Angie. “I’ll have Angie look into it while we’re in class.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled. “For all of this.”

      “We’ll help you find your family.” I had no idea if we’d be successful or not, but telling her anything else wasn’t an option.

      “Maybe I can hear you play music sometime?”

      “Oh.” Okay, wasn’t expecting that. “Sure. I can pull my guitar out back at the house.”

      “Great.”

      My music appreciation class was large enough that I didn’t have to talk to the professor. I took my usual spot, and Rachel settled in next to me. I showed her how to pull out the desk that went with the seat in case she wanted it.

      “Hey, Noah.” Claudia tapped me on the shoulder. “Are you free on Friday? Want to go to a date party with me?”

      “Oh.” I struggled to come up with an excuse to miss a sorority party, but realized there was a chance Rachel would still be around. “Thanks for the invite, but my friend will still be in town.” I pointed to Rachel. “Sorry.”

      “Oh, hey.” Claudia smiled.

      Before Rachel could respond the professor started class.

      Rachel seemed unusually interested in the dry lecture on fugues, especially when the professor played sample music. I like Bach and all, but the professor’s history lesson about his music wasn’t doing it for me. Rachel on the other hand was entranced.

      She was smiling most of the way back to the house. We spent most of it in a comfortable enough silence, but eventually I had to break it. “You are moved by so many things.”

      “What do you mean?” She brushed some hair off her shoulder.

      “Sorry if that came off rude. I didn’t mean it that way. What I meant is you notice a lot more. It gets to you.”

      “It doesn’t affect you?” She stopped. “You’re a musician, you must see beauty in it all?”

      “I used to.” I adjusted the straps of my backpack.

      “What changed?”

      “Nothing you want to hear about.”

      She grabbed my hand, and I froze even as warmth spread through me. “Please. You can tell me.”

      “Not here. Not now.”

      “Okay. But before I leave.”

      “Do you plan to leave?”

      “When we find my brother. It’s the main reason I’m back.”

      “We’ll find him.” But I don’t want you to leave. I left that part to myself.
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      I was getting really used to having Rachel around. Not in the lame ‘it was so natural’ way, but in a comfortable way where I could see her hanging around a lot longer. I wanted her to hang around longer. It had been ages since I’d wanted anyone new around. Most of my friends in college I’d made simply out of necessity.

      But Rachel was different in a way I couldn’t really describe. I spent the rest of the walk back to my house watching her look at things. She was awed by everything, which in turn made me want to find something more than the mundane. For the first time in years I wanted something beyond survival.

      “Cars have changed.” She pointed at a large SUV that drove by. The windows were rolled down, and loud music spilled out before it disappeared from view.

      “Yeah? I guess I haven’t noticed much of a change, but I don’t really remember what they looked like thirteen years ago since I was seven.”

      “Well, they look different to me.” She looked the other way, her eyes roaming over the large, historic homes that lined St. Charles Avenue in the Garden District.

      “Are there no cars where you live?” I asked. “Or they just looked different?”

      “We had something similar, but different.” She didn’t offer any more details, and I let it go. Instead I kept us on St. Charles a block longer than we had to before turning down a far more narrow street with houses a fraction of the size of those mansions.

      Once we reached my street Rachel took the lead. I even noticed she skipped the defective step. She was already getting used to things.

      I tried the knob. It was locked. I messed with my key and pushed open the door. “We’re back.”

      No one answered. Evidently Dale had left too.

      “Do you think they’re still in class?” Rachel walked around the living room, peeking into each little corner as if they held secrets.

      I set my bag down on the floor. “Who knows where Dale is, and Angie doesn’t live here, so technically she doesn’t need to come back.”

      “But she probably will.” There was something hopeful in Rachel’s voice. Was she worried about being alone with me? Or did she just want Angie’s help?

      I nodded. “Yes. She’s my big sister. She worries.”

      Rachel turned to me, her brown eyes locking on mine. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Hurt me? I’d just been thinking she’d been worrying about the opposite. “I know.” There was something hypnotic about her gaze, a warmth or something. At first it felt good, and then it freaked me out. I pulled myself away and walked into the kitchen. I tried to forget the sensation—the way it felt like she was seeing into my soul or something. Instead I grabbed two bottles of water from the fridge and finally replied to her. “I’m not going to hurt you either.”

      “I know.” She accepted the water from my outstretched hand. Her fingers brushed against mine, sending another jolt of warmth my way. “Otherwise I wouldn’t be standing here.”

      “You’ve got good self-preservation skills, huh?” I tried to make a joke of things. It was easier than questioning the way she made me feel.

      “I just don’t see what you’d gain by hurting me. You could have done it earlier, or if you didn’t want me around you could have rid yourself of my presence at the park when I offered.”

      Rid myself of her? I recoiled at the thought. “I don’t want to get rid of you.” I wanted exactly the opposite. I wanted to pull her into my arms and keep her there forever. Okay. That was it. I was losing it. I barely knew this girl. Rachel wasn’t the only one who needed Angie to show up.

      She smiled. “I’m glad because I don’t want to be gotten ridden of.” There was such honesty in her words. Most of the girls I knew were either overly confident and pushy or lacked confidence and were self-deprecating. Rachel was neither. She sipped her water. “This water is amazing.”

      “Oh. Glad you like it.” And she was so happy with the little things. Maybe I needed to try that sometime.

      “It’s so much better than the water we have back at home. It has this horrible aftertaste. I had to force myself to drink it.”

      “That’s annoying. The tap water here isn’t great either, hence the bottles of water.” I gestured toward the fridge.

      “It can’t be as bad as the water we had. You never knew what color it would be, and whether it would taste sour or salty. It was usually one of the two.”

      “Neither possibility sounds good.” I opened my own bottle.

      “They weren’t. But you do what you have to do to survive.” She looked toward the window.

      “I agree completely.” I’d been living my life on auto-pilot for a while.

      “Why didn’t you sleep last night?”

      Her question jarred me. “How do you know?”

      “I didn’t either so I heard you tossing and turning.” She perched on the arm of the couch. “Your bed was very comfortable, but my mind was racing. Is that what happened to you?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.” I couldn’t admit I was thinking about her all night. I refused to come across as a stalker or something.

      She glanced down at the black watch she wore.

      I’d never seen that type. “Is that some sort of GPS watch or something?”

      “It’s not sold here.” She studied her water.

      “Can I see it?” I walked over to look, but she pulled her arm away.

      Then she moved it back toward me. “Please don’t break it.”

      “I won’t break it.” Normally I’d have snapped at someone for that comment; I wasn’t a klutz or anything. But there was no accusation in her voice, only concern. It was pretty much the only item she had, so maybe it held some sentimental value.

      “Sorry if that sounds harsh, but I can’t lose this.”

      “Okay.” I gently took her wrist. “You’re right. I’ve never seen anything like this.” I looked up at her. “I take it’s all a touchscreen? But what’s that circle thing on the side?”

      “It’s newer technology.”

      “Now I really need to know where you’re from.” I released her wrist. If she didn’t want to tell me more about the watch, she didn’t have to.

      She let her arm fall to her side. “I’m not sure you’d believe me.”

      “Try me.” I wondered if I could pull off the same eye trick she did. The puppy dog eye thing where the thought of saying no to her left me feeling gutted.

      “Like I said. You’d never believe me.”

      “And like I said, try me.” I was looking for a safe balance between being pushy and a pushover. I knew she needed to have her secrets, but I needed something from her. She couldn’t remain a complete mystery forever.

      “It’s called Andrelexa.”

      “Pretty name.” But I’d never heard of it. I ran through all the places I’d heard mentioned before. “Where is it?”

      “I gave you a name. Isn’t that a enough?” She set down her empty water bottle on the rickety side table.

      “Can I at least get a continent?”

      “How do you know it’s on a continent?” She put her hands behind her back.

      “Are you saying you’re from an island then?” That technically made sense. It explained how out of touch she was with things, but weren’t most islands really pretty? Why was she so moved by the little nature we had in the city?

      “Not exactly.”

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out, not at all surprised to see it was a text from Angie. Call me now! She rarely used exclamation marks in texts, so I assumed it was important. I glanced at Rachel. “I’ll be right back. Feel free to take anything from the kitchen.” I hurried down the hall to my room and closed the door. I was doing that entirely too much.

      I called Angie. She picked up on the first ring. “What took so long?”

      “It’s kind of hard to slip away.”

      “But she’s still with you?”

      “Where else would she be?” Did Angie think I’d lost her or annoyed her so much she ran off?

      “I found something.”

      “What is it?” I waited, feeling jittery.

      “She doesn’t seem crazy to you, does she?”

      I bristled. I didn’t like anyone saying that about Rachel. “No. Confused maybe, but not crazy.”

      “Yeah, that’s my impression.”

      “Okay, what did you find?” I didn’t bother to hide my impatience.

      “Well, the first thing is I found her aunt.”

      “Okay. That’s good news.” We were making progress.

      “I mean I found evidence of her aunt. But it can’t really be the aunt she’s talking about because she’d have died before Rachel was born.”

      “Um…” Was there something I was missing?

      “That’s why I wanted to make sure you agreed with me. If she’s not crazy, she’s either really confused or lying to us.”

      “She’s not lying.” I didn’t need to think before those words came out of my mouth. It was a fact.

      “I’m wondering if I should tell you more or talk to her first. I feel kind of guilty having this conversation without her.”

      “Then come over here.” I wanted more details, but then again I didn’t want to hear anything that was going to make things weird with Rachel. I’d rather have her as a mystery than not have her at all. And I knew that was bad. Really bad.

      “I’m already on my way.”

      “Is Dale with you?” I couldn’t really believe he’d gone to class.

      “Yes. No comment on that.”

      I laughed. “That great of a time, huh?”

      “We’ll be there soon.”

      I pocketed my phone.

      “Noah?” Rachel called down the hall. “Is everything okay?”

      “Sorry about that.” I walked out, hoping I didn’t look guilty.

      “Are you all right?” She’d moved from the arm of the couch to an actual cushion. She was sitting on the edge of the couch stock straight. She had completely perfect posture, like a dancer or something.

      “Yes. It’s fine.” I sat down on the couch, trying not to slouch quite as much as I normally did.

      “You’re lying.” She barely blinked as she called me out.

      “No.” I shook my head. “It’s fine. Angie is on her way here so we can all talk.”

      “Talk about my brother? Did she find him?” Rachel’s face glowed.

      “She didn’t tell me much. She wanted to talk to us at the same time.” I didn’t mention the aunt that died before she was born. I was sure there was some explanation there. Two people with the same name or something like that.

      “Okay. Will she be here soon?” Rachel’s lower lip quivered, making me wonder if she was somehow afraid.

      I decided to change the subject and dig for answers. I kept going back and forth on how much I really wanted to know. “Would you tell me more about Andrelexa?”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Where it is…” I tried to sound really nonchalant.

      “That’s hard to explain.”

      “I’m not going to pretend I’m amazing at geography, but I can probably follow.”

      “You’ll never believe me.”

      “We’ve been over this.” I scooted a little bit further away so I could turn and look at her. “I really want to help you.”

      “Thank you for that.”

      “But I need more. I need to understand what’s going on here. You want to know what’s wrong? It’s that I know nothing about you.” There I’d said it.

      “You know my name. You know I left here thirteen years ago. I’m searching for my brother. What else do you need to know?”

      “Who was it who took you? Who adopted you? Where did he take you? Where is Andrelexa?”

      She let out a slow breath. “Do you believe in the unexplainable?”

      “The unexplainable?” I asked for clarification.

      “Yes.” She put her hands in her lap.

      “Like ghosts?” I tried to follow.

      “Kind of. Not exactly.” She looked down.

      “I can believe some of it.”

      “Can or do?” She met my eyes.

      “I don’t know. No one has ever asked me to before. I mean since I was a kid losing teeth or waiting for Santa.” Back then I’d believed it all. I was the kid who still believed in Santa in fifth grade. My mom had to break it to me. It was a rather embarrassing situation.

      “I’m asking you now.” Her voice quivered ever so slightly. Was she nervous?

      I wanted to give her the answer she was looking for, but I didn’t want to lie. “I’d like to believe.”

      “That’s not enough.” She turned away.

      “Fine. I believe.” I pressed my hands into the couch. “Okay? Don’t give up on me. You can tell me.”

      “Please try to keep an open mind.”

      “I’m here with you, aren’t I? I haven’t kicked you out or anything. Shouldn’t that count for something?” My words sounded weak even to my own ears, but I was struggling.

      “Do you believe the people of Earth are alone?” She brushed more hair behind her ear, putting her strange earring on display again.

      “Alone?” I tore my eyes from the earring. “In what way?”

      “In all ways. Do you believe the people of Earth are alone in the universe?”

      “Oh. Wait. You’re talking whether there’s life on other planets?”

      She didn’t blink. “Yes.”

      “I believe there’s life on other planets. With so many galaxies there has to be. Now what that life looks like is another story.” I was a bit of a space nerd as a kid, and it never quite wore off. My brother had been convinced I’d make it to Mars one day, but he had a warped view of me sometimes. He had always thought I was far smarter than I actually was.

      “Okay, that’s a start.”

      “A start?” Then something clicked. “Are you trying to tell me you’re from another planet?”

      “No. I’m not saying that exactly.” She ran her fingers over the frayed edges of the arm of the couch.

      There were many things I wanted to say. “Okay. So how are you not exactly from another planet?”

      “Are you sure you’re ready to hear this?” Her leg started to bounce.

      “Yes. I promise to be open-minded.”

      “All right.” She closed her eyes.

      The door burst open and Angie and Dale walked in. “Hey, you guys are still here.”

      “Should we have been leaving?” Rachel’s eyes flew open.

      “No.” Angie shook her head. “Of course not. I meant you guys didn’t go anywhere.”

      Bad timing. Really bad timing. Or maybe not. I had no idea what Rachel was about to tell me nor how I’d handle it.

      Angie walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge. “Ugh. You guys have nothing in here.”

      “Don’t look at me. I’ve been out of town. I had no time to shop.” Dale sat on the edge of the only other chair in the room.

      “What’s your excuse, Noah?” Angie pointed the top of a water bottle at me. At the rate we were going I’d be adding another forty pack soon.

      “I don’t have one,” I replied unapologetically. “Other than not making time.”

      “Somethings never change.”

      “You could always shop for me.” I grinned. I couldn’t help myself.

      She laughed dryly. “Don’t hold your breath.”

      “So Angie, you found some information, didn’t you?” I saw no reason to put this part of the conversation off.

      “Yes.” Angie walked over and sat down in the chair, elbowing Dale to give her more room.

      He grimaced but moved a little.

      “I was able to get into the records for this house. Someone by the name of your aunt did indeed own this house.”

      “Really?” Rachel’s eyes lit up. “That’s good news. A start.”

      Angie exchanged glances with me. I didn’t envy her for being the one to drop the other piece of news. “But there’s a problem.”

      “What kind of problem?” Rachel asked.

      “The person by that name died in 1960.”

      “So she is gone…” Rachel looked down at her lap.

      Angie tugged on her black hair. “If your aunt died in 1960 there’s no way you ever knew her.”

      “I knew my aunt.” Rachel straightened. “She took us in.”

      “I get that, but the only person by that name who owned this house died in 1960.”

      “Who bought it afterward? Did it go to the next of kin or something?” I thought of a logical explanation. “Maybe she named her daughter the same name and that’s the aunt you knew.”

      “It passed to her next of kin, and this is where it gets interesting.” Angie leaned forward in the chair.

      “Interesting?” I wasn’t sure if that was going to be good or bad.

      “At her death the house passed to her nephew.”

      No one said anything for a moment.

      Angie continued. “His name was Benjamin Miller.”

      “My brother!” Rachel practically jumped off the couch.

      “Your brother who was eight when you were adopted, yet was alive in 1960? No. Not a chance.” Angie’s voice was soft, but I knew the words would still crush Rachel. “Maybe you’re remembering things wrong because you were so young. Maybe this is all a story about your mom, and your adoptive parents told you it was about you. I’m not blaming you at all…”

      “My adoptive father told me nothing of my family. All I knew was that my parents were dead.” Her expression darkened.

      “Did he sell it to another Ruth? Is that what happened?” I struggled to make sense of this.

      “No. He sold it outside the family later.” Angie put her hands in her lap. “It hasn’t been owned by a Miller since.”

      Rachel stood and removed her sweatshirt. “I will find a way to repay you for the rest of these clothes and the treat later.”

      “Rachel, wait.” It took me a moment to realize what was happening. “You can’t go.”

      “I can tell you don’t believe me. There’s no reason to stay.” Her eyes were dark.

      “It’s not that we don’t believe you. It’s that we think you might be confused. Sometimes traumatic experiences can—” Angie started.

      Rachel shook her head. “I didn’t suffer a traumatic experience.”

      “You were separated from your family at a young age. That in itself is traumatic… but if you were taken in an underhanded way that would make it even worse.”

      “I need some air.” She hurried to the door and walked out.

      Without hesitation I followed her out, clutching the discarded sweatshirt. I couldn’t let her wander around the city by herself. “Rachel. Wait up.”

      She kept walking.

      I caught up. “Come on. You can’t just walk away.”

      “I’m not making this up.” There was something raw in her voice.

      “No one ever said you were.”

      “None of this makes sense. I know I lived with my aunt and my brother. And those were their names. Not all the memories are back, but I know that much.”

      “We’ll figure it out.”

      “And why do my memories not match?”

      “What do you mean?” I walked beside her.

      “The cars are so different, the dress. None of it fits except for the house. That hasn’t changed all that much.”

      “Thirteen years is a while.” But I knew what she meant. It wasn’t that long. “Will you finish telling me what you were going to tell me before we were interrupted?”

      “You don’t believe me about my family, yet you believe I was raised somewhere other than Earth?”

      “So you were abducted?” The question sounded utterly ridiculous, but it didn’t feel ridiculous for whatever reason. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Can we talk about something else?”

      Wait. What? That was it? Angie was right. There was some serious trauma going on. Maybe something was breaking in Rachel, and she’d be ready to face the truth soon. Until then I’d try to at least make her more comfortable. “What else?”

      “Anything.” She took the sweatshirt back from me and slipped it on.

      “Want to walk with me to technology services? I need to check on my laptop.” I hadn’t been planning on doing it now, but it was an excuse to go somewhere.

      “Laptop?” She furrowed her brows.

      “My computer.”

      “Oh. Okay. Sure.”

      “Good.” I led the way back toward campus, trying to pretend that any of this was normal.
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      “Another three days?” I groaned. “Seriously?” I knew the likelihood my computer would be completely ready when I got there was slim, but I still thought it at least would have moved up on the list some.

      “I’m sorry. There are like twenty computers ahead of yours.” A skinny guy with blond hair was checking out Rachel as he talked to me. It just made my annoyance worse.

      “And there’s nothing I can do to expedite this?”

      “If you really need it back, take it and go to a store. You’ll pay but you can probably get it moving faster.” His eyes were still on Rachel and not me.

      “I’ll take it back.” I waited for him to locate the computer and hand it over.

      Rachel stayed silent until I huffed all the way out the door. “Maybe I can fix it.” She nodded toward the laptop I had tucked under my arm.

      “You can fix computers?” I hoped I didn’t come across condescending or anything, but she didn’t even know what a laptop was.

      “I’ve never tried on one like that, but I’m usually pretty good at fixing technology.”

      “It’s okay. I can find a store.” I wasn’t doubting her, but knowing what was on the screen, I wasn’t keen on handing the laptop over to her.

      “But you said you really need it.” She stepped closer to me to avoid an oncoming crowd. Her arm brushed against mine, sending a wave of warmth and awareness through me yet again. I was losing it.

      “How did you learn to fix electronics?” I wondered if this would bring us back to the whole abduction talk. Or maybe she’d drop that.

      “I had nothing else to do.” There was a real sadness in her voice.

      “I appreciate your willingness to try, but you can’t.”

      “How do you know unless you let me try?” She frowned.

      “No. I don’t mean I doubt your ability or anything. I mean I don’t want you to look at my computer.” Ugh. Damn Dale for getting me into this situation to begin with.

      “Why not?” She glanced down at her watch and then over at me. “Are you protective of your computer? Is this because I was rude about my watch? I am sorry for that.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “No. It’s just that Dale is the reason it’s broken.”

      “And that matters?”

      “Yes because he broke it with porn.” I forced myself not to look away.

      “Porn?” Rachel asked. “What’s that?”

      I buried my face in my hands. “Ugh. Ok. The fact you don’t know that word means you can’t look at my computer.”

      “Sure I can. Really. I can fix it. Whatever porn is it can’t be that bad.”

      “It’s naked pictures of women in sexualized positions.” I spit it out. Holding out any longer wasn’t going to help things.

      “Oh.” Shock crossed her face, but her expression quickly turned calm. “Okay. I’m a woman, and I’ve seen myself naked. I don’t see why this is going to upset me.”

      It was going to upset me. Rachel was too innocent for this. At least I viewed her that way. In truth I knew nothing about her. Despite my misgivings, I realized saying no might be just as bad as letting her look. “Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      I debated where we should go. I doubted she was ready to go back to my house yet. I didn’t want to have her open my computer where someone could walk by and see it. I needed to find a place where she could work with privacy. “How about we go to the library?”

      “That’s fine.” She nodded.

      We crossed the quad and headed over to the library. It wasn’t finals week yet, so I assumed we’d find an empty spot somewhere.

      “This is a library?” Rachel gazed all around her after we stepped through the glass doors into the lobby. It was empty aside from us and two students sitting at the central desk.

      “Yup. You’ve never been in a library before?”

      “Oh. I have. Many times. But not one like this.”

      “Well, it’s a college library. They’re usually pretty big.” I led the way over to the stairs. She didn’t seem to mind walking, so I assumed she’d be okay walking a few flights.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To find a place in the stacks.”

      “The stacks?” Her brow furrowed. I was making her do that a lot.

      “You’ll see.”

      I found us a seat where we could sit with our backs to the wall. It was bad enough she was going to be seeing my computer. I didn’t need anyone else to witness the mess—or that I was asking a girl to fix it. Well, asking wasn’t the right word. Allowing her. She seemed pretty bent on doing it.

      I hesitated with my hand over the lid of the computer. “Remember, this stuff is Dale’s, not mine. I don’t look at this kind of junk.”

      “You’ve already told me that.” She smiled.

      “Yes, but I wanted to remind you so you don’t look at me differently after this.”

      “Shh.” Someone hissed from across the way.

      I ignored them. People talked up here all the time. It wasn’t even exams period.

      I slowly opened the computer.

      “Oh.” She put a hand to her mouth.

      I watched her, trying to figure out what to do. I hesitated while I considered closing the computer.

      Then I heard the tell-tale signs of laughter. “No girl would choose to sit that way.”

      “No… not usually.” Was this really happening?

      “Ok. Let me see what I can do.” She somehow opened the program manager, typed a few things, and reset the computer. “There you go.”

      “Wait. What?” I blinked a few times. Had she really pulled that off so quickly? “How did you do that?”

      “I’ve had a lot of practice fixing things. I already told you that.”

      “I know, but that was insanely fast…” I wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Is there anything else that needs to be fixed?” She asked.

      “No.” I shook my head. “We can get back to looking for your brother.”

      “Great. Also, do you know anywhere good to listen to music?”

      “Yes.” It was my turn to smile. “I know just the place.”
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      My recurring nightmare was always the same. I went looking for Rachel, only to be told no such a girl existed. No matter how strong my memories were, no one else in the palace had any memory of meeting her. Usually I was in a state of tears before I eventually woke up. It was the only time in my life I cried. The thought of losing Rachel was my deepest fear.

      Maybe I hadn’t lost her physically, but I’d lost her in another way the night of the ceremony. I saw it in her eyes. Gardenia blamed it on shock, but I knew Rachel. This was far more than shock. It was all my father’s fault. He pushed me to take action too soon. But I was powerless to fight him. Everything would be okay though. Eventually she’d forgive me. But I would never forget the look of betrayal on her beautiful face.

      I had the dream again the night after my advancement. I awoke, first confused by the sunlight shining in through the window. It was a foreign feeling, but not all that uncomfortable. I glanced to my side, expecting to see Rachel, but the spot was empty.

      “Rachel?” I called, hoping she’d gone up to the track for a better view. She enjoyed staring outside more than anyone I’d ever known. She could spend hours with her hands and face pressed against the glass. I knew it was because she longed to go outside. What she didn’t understand was that even if she could breathe the air on Andrelexa, there was nothing out there worth seeing.

      When I got no response from her, I set off up the stairs. It was possible she had zoned out or had fallen asleep upstairs and didn’t hear me. Disappointment washed over me. The track was as empty as the space below.

      I wasn’t really worried yet. Left to her own devices she spent entire days tucked inside her workroom. I headed that way next, taking the back way around so I wouldn’t inadvertently run into my family. I wasn’t ready for their questions. How could I possibly explain why Rachel wasn’t with me? We’d always been joined at the hip—until the past few weeks. She’d started pulling away, and then the ceremony made everything worse. Now when we were supposed to be cementing a life mate relationship I had no idea where she was.

      I knocked on the closed door. “Rachel?”

      There was no answer, so I pushed the door open. The room was dark. I turned on the lights. It was empty. Perhaps she’d gone back to her old room. It’s where she’d slept for thirteen years, and I knew she’d hated to let it go. But again the decision hadn’t been mine to make. Soon enough I’d be Emperor and making all the rules, but for now I was still beholden to my father.

      “Have you seen Rachel?” I asked one of the guards as I turned down the corridor.

      He shook his head. “Not this morning.” I let out a small sigh of relief. At least I wasn’t in one of my nightmares again.

      “Okay. If you do, please tell her I’m looking for her.” I hurried down the hall and pushed open the door to her room. It was empty. I hesitated in the dark room. I was running out of possibilities, but she had to be somewhere. She generally didn’t go down to the dining room herself, but maybe all of the excitement of the night before had made her hungry. I made my way down and pushed open the heavy double doors. My sister was seated alone at the long golden table.

      “Good morning, brother.” She sipped from a yellow goblet that matched the table and most of the decor in the room. All gold. Gold wasn’t a mineral found on Andrelexa, but you would never know it by how often it was used by my family. We’d found it on several other planets over the years and mined it until it was gone.

      Unlike the gold, Gardenia’s eyes were heavy and dull. If I had to guess, I would say her modifier was wearing off.

      “Have you seen Rachel?” I didn’t want to have to ask. Gardenia would rub it in.

      “No. I’d have thought you’d have been able to keep better tabs on her.” Gardenia sighed.

      “Well, I haven’t.” There was no sense putting on an act. My sister would see right through it. She always did.

      “I’m sure she’s messing with her androids or something.” Gardenia wove her hand in the air.

      “You say that in such a condescending way. I thought you two were friends.” I was always protective of Rachel. Truth be told, Rachel was used to Gardenia’s hot and cold personality and likely wouldn’t have minded, but it annoyed me.

      “Friends?” She cackled “You and I both know friends isn’t a label I would use to describe her and I. But I care for her in my own way, yes.”

      “That still doesn’t answer my question. Why so condescending about her interest in androids?”

      “Because it’s a waste of time. She has one role to play here, and it has nothing to do with robots.”

      “She could do both.” I knew Rachel wasn’t going to be happy unless she could stay busy. I was planning to build her a new place to work. Something far bigger than the closet-sized space she’d been relegated to. She was so creative. Who knew how many advances she could make if she were given the opportunity. When I was Emperor she’d have that opportunity.

      “First you need to find her.”

      “Where else do you think she’d be? She’s not in the observatory, her workroom, or her old room. I’m running out of ideas.”

      “Have you checked your room? You know, her new room. Maybe you crossed paths.”

      “I guess that’s possible.” I hadn’t even considered she’d go there. Now that would be a pleasant surprise. Perhaps I was blowing things out of proportion.

      “Anything is possible, brother.” Gardenia pushed her empty plate away from her. “And I’m late for my archery lesson.”

      “I won’t keep you. But please don’t hurt the instructor.”

      She pulled a small satchel from her pocket. “That’s why I’m taking one of these.”

      “Have you ever made it to lunchtime without popping one?” I pointed to the pink and green capsule in the palm of her hand and watched as she placed it on her tongue.

      She waited for the capsule to dissolve before answering. “Yes.” She kept a completely serious expression. “When I take one late enough in the evening. I hope you find her.” She stood and left me alone in the cavernous room.

      I wasn’t alone for long.

      “Caspian?” Kelby strode into the room looking a whole lot more rested than I’m sure I did.

      “Good morning, Kelby.” I looked past him into the hallway, hoping to see a glimpse of Rachel’s brown hair. I’d been apart from her before, but this was different. This time I didn’t know if she was upset with me. That changed everything. Every couple had high and low points, but I wanted to go back to the days when she’d watch me with wide eyes full of love and adoration. It was then that I had felt most whole.

      “What are you doing down here? I’d have thought you would have taken breakfast in bed this morning.” He grinned. “Or are you bringing food back up?”

      The grin wasn’t ill-spirited, but I still wanted to remove it from his face. “Not this morning.”

      “Oh.” Kelby stumbled back a step. “Not the night you’d planned for? I thought you made it back to the planet at a good hour.”

      “I did. All is fine, but have you seen Rachel this morning?”

      He shook his head. “No. Is everything okay?” Real worry crossed his face.

      “I’m sure she’s fine, but I’d like to find her.”

      “Have you checked the observatory?” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve seen her in there a lot of mornings. Not that I watch her or anything, but I go by there.”

      He had no reason to explain himself. I knew he’d never have crossed a line with Rachel. I made a decision. Kelby was one of the few people I knew I could trust. “We slept there last night. In the observatory.”

      “Oh.” He blanched. “You slept by a window?”

      “By several large windows.” It sounded funny now, thinking about how forbidden that was.

      “And?”

      “And it was pleasant. That is until I awoke to find her gone.”

      “She seemed shocked after the ceremony, and then you left planet… I’m sure she just needs time to process everything.”

      “She shouldn’t need time away from me.” And the fact that she did stung in a way that very little ever could.

      “I don’t know all that much about women, but I understand they are different from men. Perhaps you shouldn’t read too much into this.”

      “Either way, I need to find her.”

      “I assume you checked her workshop.”

      “Of course.”

      “And have you spoken with Alda yet?”

      “Oh. Of course. Alda would know.” A glimmer of relief lit inside me. “Thanks, Kelby. I’m not sure why I didn’t think of that myself.”

      He shrugged. “When you get upset you can’t always think straight.”

      “She’s going to forgive me, isn’t she?” Normally I’d have never admitted my fear out loud.

      He appeared conflicted. He opened his mouth once, then closed it. Then opened it again. “She will, but either way, she doesn’t have a choice.”

      “I’m not going to force her into anything. She knows that.”

      “Just as it wasn’t your idea to give her the medallion so soon… not everything will be your choice.”

      “My father will have to be patient.”

      “When has he ever been patient?” Kelby leaned in. “You and Rachel both are best to remember that.”

      I stood there silently, not wanting to agree with his words, but understanding they were true. “I need to find Alda.”

      “You do.” Kelby nodded. “You want me to come with you?”

      “No, but please keep a look out for Rachel.”

      “Of course.” He bowed slightly before I was once again left completely alone in the dining room.

      I walked out the back and went in search of Alda.

      I didn’t often venture into the servants’ quarters. I’d probably still been a child the last time I’d descended the set of stairs at the back of the kitchens. Back then I’d been allowed to do whatever I pleased, and from the moment of Rachel’s arrival on, she was usually at my side. I could picture her skipping down the stairs, her hair flying all around her as we tried to search out some sort of trouble. Things were so much easier then.

      This time I walked slowly down the stairs, out of ideas if Alda was unable to help me. The main hall was empty, so I stepped into one of the common rooms.

      “Caspian.” A young woman whose name I could not remember bowed low as I approached. “What can I help you with?”

      “No need to bow.” I would never get used to the tradition. I’d spent my whole life trying to dissuade the palace residents from doing it, but they were too afraid of my father to listen to me. Everything would be different when I was Emperor. I’d be sure of it.

      The woman said nothing. She made no move to stand.

      “I’m looking for Alda. Could you please direct me to where I can find her?”

      “I haven’t seen her yet today, sir.”

      “You haven’t?” I felt a small amount of relief. If Alda was unaccounted for, she was surely with Rachel.

      “No, sir. I haven’t seen her, but then again she is usually seeing to Rachel before I even awake. I work evening hours now.”

      “I understand, and I apologize if I disturbed your rest. But if you see Alda, please have her find me as soon as possible.”

      “Of course, sir.” The woman bowed again.

      “What is your name?”

      “Pada.” she bowed her head. “At your service.”

      “Thank you for your help, Pada.” I stepped back into the hallway and directly back up the stairs.

      I had a long list of things to accomplish, but focusing on anything was going to be difficult until I found Rachel. Things had been so tense the night before—so unlike how anything had ever been between us. It wasn’t her fault. None of it was. It wasn’t her fault her emotions were all over the place. I should have found her an Earth doctor earlier, but I’d resisted. I didn’t like thinking about her belonging anywhere but Andrelexa, because she didn’t. She belonged on Andrelexa with me. She was brought here for me. I understood it even before my father told me the truth. And once I knew the truth it was too late to do anything about it. Rachel had no home to go back to, but she had a home here. With me. I’d find a way to make her happy no matter what it took.
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      I stared at my father trying to make sense of his words. I’d gone to him in desperation after I’d torn most of the palace apart searching for Rachel. Or Alda. She was gone too. Hours had passed, and no one seemed to have seen either of them at all. It was almost as if they’d disappeared into thin air. My father confirmed Rachel essentially had. “You cannot be serious.”

      “Would I joke about something like this?” He clutched the two arms of his chair.

      “Gone?” I struggled to accept the words coming out of his mouth. “How could she be gone?” He’d spit it out casually, as if the words wouldn’t destroy the very fabric of my being.

      “Shouldn’t I be asking you that question?” He leaned forward. “Isn’t she your life mate?”

      “Yes, but she was with me last night. She was fine. I’m sure she didn’t leave on her own free will.” She may have been angry and hurt, but she’d never leave me. Besides, how could she? She knew nothing of space travel. She’d never set foot in a day of training no matter how often she begged my father to allow her.

      “She did leave and she was not taken by force, so it is time to push away those delusions.” His deep purple eyes darkened until they were nearly black.

      “Alone? Rachel left the planet alone? How is that possible?” I had faith in her abilities, but leaving Andrelexa undetected? That went far beyond the realm of possibility.

      “You are the one who encouraged her to play with her androids.” His eyes darkened further. Rachel’s interest in robots had been a source of considerable consternation with my father for years.

      “Wait.” I thought over his words. “Are you implying she used her androids to escape?”

      “Escape? Interesting choice of words.” There was a gleam in his eyes. He was enjoying this. He was enjoying my suffering.

      I pushed aside my anger and my growing hatred. Both emotions would get in the way of the most important goal: bringing her back home to me. “Why would she leave? Where could she possibly go?”

      “You know where she went.”

      “Earth?” I shook my head. “There’s no way. She thinks it’s gone.” Keeping the truth from her had been painful, but all I needed to do was remember the fate of her parents. Earth wasn’t the place for her at all.

      “Evidently not…” my father trailed off.

      “The doctor?” It was the only explanation.

      “I’ve already questioned him. He’s the one who alerted me to her departure. He admits he told her but accidentally. Evidently you never told him of her knowledge or lack thereof.”

      “I specifically told him to tell her nothing of Earth because it might upset her.” Anger surged through me. This wasn’t my fault.

      “But did you direct him to hide the Earth’s existence from her?”

      No. I hadn’t. I hadn’t wanted to admit what kind of lie I’d gone along with for years. But what choice did I have? By the time I found out it was too late for her to return—and I knew I could never live without her. “I need to go after her.”

      “We will bring her back. That is not the issue.”

      “Then what is the issue?” How could anything but her absence be the issue? Who knew what kind of danger she was in? There was no time to waste.

      “She may have orchestrated her departure with her androids, but I hardly believe there is no one else involved.”

      “You said the doctor played no part.” Even though he did. If she hadn’t known the Earth still existed, she’d have never left. It was his fault. And mine. Despite wanting to deny it, I had failed in my instructions. I never explicitly ordered him to stay silent.

      “The doctor is of Earth. This other I speak of is one of our own. I can feel it.”

      “We will find out once I retrieve her and bring her home.”

      “You will not be bringing her home. You are the heir. You must stay here.”

      “I’ve been to Earth before!” My voice rose, and I didn’t care. Restraining myself from physically attacking my father was hard enough.

      “When there was no danger involved. For all we know this is a trap. They want to lure you off planet to destroy our line.”

      “Then who do you suggest? You said yourself you suspect someone inside is involved.”

      “Kelby. He is completely loyal, blood, and expertly trained. Do you deny he can be trusted?”

      “He can be trusted, but it needs to be me.” I would not have someone else do what was my duty. Rachel was mine. I would go after her. I would convince her it was time to come home and do anything to heal the wounds I’d inadvertently caused.

      “You speak as if any of this is your choice. I let you have her. Did I not? I directed Telton to find you what you desired most. To search the planets for a match that could give you what you needed.”

      “We shouldn’t have lied to her. None of this would have happened if she’d been told the truth.”

      “Oh yes?” He laughed. “She would have loved you just the same knowing she was taken as an offering to you? Knowing that her brother still lived, and she was ripped from her life?”

      “Her love for me would never waver.”

      “You’re an idiot. I have an idiot for a son.”

      Anger surged through me.

      “Are you so stupid that you never figured it out?” He laughed loudly. “You are as gullible as she is.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you truly think I’d leave anything to chance?”

      “What are you talking about?” My hands balled into fists at my side.

      “You may not need modifiers, son, but everyone else does.”

      “Wait.” A frightening reality slammed my hart, nearly knocking me over. “Rachel? She’s been taking modifiers?”

      “Taking is the wrong word.” He grinned, his white teeth gleaming in the overhead light.

      “You forced them on her? Without her knowing?” Had Rachel been right?

      “We never hurt her. A little bit in one’s water can go a very long way.”

      “You never told me? You never told me what you were doing to her? You had no right.” Rage surged through me. Rage like I’d never experienced before. This rage included anger at myself. How could I have been so blind?

      “Modifiers don’t create feelings, they enhance them, making them the best emotions they can be. Rachel needed them. You would have been destroyed if she didn’t return the intensity of your own feelings. And you wouldn’t have settled for anything less. Don’t lie to yourself.”

      “Then why did you stop?” I was numb. I could barely process what was going on, but I needed to know.

      “Things changed. The diluted form we gave her stopped working. It was gradual at first, but it was only a matter of time before it ceased completely. Why do you think I sent you for the doctor?”

      “She will never forgive me.” The reality was cold, distressing, but nothing like realizing her feelings hadn’t been truly her own. What had been real?

      “She will when she starts taking modifiers the traditional way. Your sister tried one on her, and it seemed to do its job.”

      “Gardenia knew this. She knew all along.” Brick by brick my entire life was changing. Everything I thought I knew was twisting and turning in horrible ways.

      “Not all along. She figured it out long ago. You would have too, if you’d been looking. But you could never see. You were so blinded by her. I’ve never seen anything quite like it. I knew your emotions were strong, but I never imagined you had the capacity of our ancestors. It’s all going to be okay, son. Kelby will bring her home. She will start taking modifiers. I have the doctor working on stronger doses that will work with her system, yet will not affect anything in the womb.”

      “In the womb? You think she wants to carry my children? To have anything to do with me after what’s been done to her?”

      “She has no choice. The decision has been made.”

      “You can take the medallion back. You know how to break the bonds of Narva gold.”

      “I can but for what end? Your future was foretold as soon as you were born. You will be the savior of our kind, Caspian. Rachel is what you need, and she is who you will have. Once she starts on the modifiers again, she’ll be the old Rachel you knew. The two of you will have the life you’ve always wanted.”

      “I need to find her. I need to explain I had no idea….” I paced the room. “I had no idea…”

      “Kelby will retrieve her, and you will have all the time you need to speak with her. Perhaps she won’t need the modifiers. I am sure after a few days on that planet she’ll be begging to come home.”
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      “I should be the one going.” I couldn’t keep the contempt from my voice as I watched Kelby suit up. Time was doing nothing to lessen my anger. I was angry at my father, and I was angry at myself. How could I have been so stupid? I had wanted to believe what I wanted to believe. There was no other explanation.

      “I will have her back here in no time.” Kelby checked his supplies, removing cylinders before replacing them right back in his pack.

      “That doesn’t matter. I need to go.”

      He set his pack aside. “Your father made himself very clear. Don’t you trust me?”

      “Of course I trust you. This has nothing to do with trust. I need to see her.” Every second was agonizing. Was she hurt? Was she scared?

      “And you will see her.” He averted his eyes.

      Suddenly I doubted my last statement. Could I really trust him? “Did you know?”

      “Know what?” He checked his watch. Likely making sure he had everything programed.

      “About the modifiers. That she’s been given them since she arrived.”

      He opened his pack and began to double check the same things he’d checked off on already. He said nothing.

      “And yet you lied to me all these years?” Somehow Kelby’s betrayal cut deeper than my father’s. I’d expected my father’s deception. Not my best friend’s.

      He sealed up his pack. “You were so happy… both of you. Why ruin that?”

      “Because the love of my life was drugged into thinking she loved me.”

      “That’s not true, and you know it. Modifiers can’t make you think you’re in love with someone that you’re not. That’s impossible.”

      “You’ve seen how she’s been acting. The shock isn’t shock at all, is it?” I wasn’t really asking. I already knew the truth. “It’s her trying to come to terms with feeling her true feelings for once. I can’t believe you’ve been feeding me lies for years.”

      “You can believe it.” Kelby’s expression hardened. “You haven’t wanted to see it. You’re so damn lucky, yet you can’t even see that. You only see what you want to see. Right now you need to stay back so I can fix things for you. I’ll bring her back and you can reset everything. Take the next few days to calm yourself down. All you’re going to do is make things worse.”

      “I’m lucky?” Anger bubbled up inside me. “Do you realize the guilt I must now bear?”

      “Oh yeah? The guilt over the modifiers is so much worse than the guilt over kidnapping her? Huh. You’ve known all about that for awhile. Oh yes, and of keeping the truth of Earth from her? And all of the other lies. It’s hard to keep track of them now.”

      “Earth is a horrible place.” And she was there now. I’d driven her away by keeping the truth from her for far too many years.

      “It is.” Kelby put his pack on his back. “I don’t deny she’s been given a far better life here. I don’t deny any of it. You were given your perfect match in every way. She fuels you. She brings you happiness. So what if she needs to take modifiers? Everyone does. Everyone but you.”

      “If she needs a drug to want to be with me, she shouldn’t be with me.”

      “Then I’ll take her. I’d be more than glad to take on that burden for you.” A darkness crossed his eyes—a darkness I’d never seen in him before.

      I didn’t think. My fist connected with his face. He stumbled back, and I took advantage of his surprise, punching him in the abdomen. He gasped and fell to the hard floor.

      I leaned over him, took his watch and pack, and jumped in the launch capsule.

      I was getting to Rachel before anyone else could.
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      The bar looked like nothing I’d ever seen before. Not that I was surprised. My experiences were so limited—nearly all were either wisps of memories, or days spent as basically a pet inside an expansive palace. It was easy to pretend I knew what I was doing now, but I didn’t. If it weren’t for Noah, his sister, and his friend I’d probably have given up. Not that giving up was a choice. I was never going back to Andrelexa. Not now that I’d finally seen Earth again.

      No. There was no way I was giving up. I promised myself I’d find a way as I stood there once again in borrowed clothes—this time a skirt of some sort. If I planned to stay on Earth much longer I’d have to find a way to make currency. Prisoner of the Emperor or not, I’d never had to earn my keep before. I couldn’t expect the same treatment now that I was on Earth.

      I could already hear the rich music spilling from inside; my body was aware and humming in response. This was what music was supposed to sound like, a beat, a rhythm that made you want to dance and move. I took in several long, deep breaths. That was one thing I’d never grow tired of. Breathing air. It tasted of nothing, was clear and impossible to touch, yet it sustained me. If there was any question before, I knew the truth now. This was the planet I was from. I was made to exist on its land, and there would be no turning back.

      “And we can just walk inside?” I hesitated on the worn grey sidewalk outside the building with large glass windows in front. Bright signs flashed messages I didn’t understand. Evidently knowing English wasn’t going to be enough.

      Dale’s brow furrowed. “Yes, of course. It’s a bar. They want you to go in and spend money.”

      “Yes. Money.” Once again currency was an issue.

      “There’s no cover tonight, and water is free. You’re good.” Angie smiled encouragingly. The smile didn’t have the intended effect. She’d been acting strange since she’d returned to the house. I hadn’t known her for long, but something had changed in the way she was looking at me. Nothing had changed with Noah though, and I clung to that as we walked inside the building they referred to as The Maple Leaf.

      Noah led the way further inside through a dense crowd. Without consciously thinking about it, I grabbed onto his hand. He looked down at our entwined hands and smiled. Evidently he didn’t mind, so I didn’t take mine back. I wasn’t getting separated from him in this bustling place. Besides, I enjoyed the warmth emulating from him. His hand felt different from Caspian’s, and it set off a series of reactions through me I didn’t quite understand. It simultaneously gave comfort and something else entirely different. It was like teetering on the edge of a cliff. I didn’t know it was possible to feel such completely different sensations at once.

      I held onto his hand tighter as we pushed further into the crowd. I tried to tune out my discomfort at the crowd and instead focused on his hand. Strange sensations or not, it was solid—real. There was no cloudiness to what it was. He stopped suddenly, and I fell into him. He steadied me and smiled. There was something about his smile that broke through levels of me I hadn’t realized I had.

      I decided to ignore the crowd and focus on the music. I closed my eyes and listened to each note of the music surrounding me. I was brought back to age five sitting next to Benjamin as our aunt prepared dinner. I could smell the meat and vegetables cooking on the stove as I ran my fingers over the black and white keys of the piano. I relaxed into the memory, pulling up blurred images of faces and laughter. And also fear. My aunt was full of fear. Always sitting close to the radio when the evening broadcast came on.

      “Rachel?” Noah pulled me from the memories.

      I opened my eyes. “Sorry, yes?”

      “We’re going to go outside and try to find a table.”

      “Oh. Ok.” I was still holding his hand, and I let him lead me outside.

      There were no empty tables, but the fresh air felt good. I could still hear the music—I could still feel the deep vibrations. The open sky above was a comfort and a stark reminder of where I was. I still hadn’t fully accepted I was back on Earth.

      “You like jazz, huh?” Noah knocked his shoulder into mine.

      “Love it.” Funny how that was one of the few memories I’d held onto. Nearly everything else had faded away. Until now. Until the fog cleared. The fog that someone created. I was positive about that now.

      “So do I.”

      “I’d love to hear you play sometime.” I was sure he’d be brilliant. I had no real evidence to support that theory aside from his long fingers and the way he swayed to the music, but I knew it just as sure as I knew this air was safe to breathe.

      “Maybe sometime. After we find your brother and everything.”

      “I’m remembering more about him. He played piano. So did I. Although I don’t remember how.”

      “Maybe you’d remember if you got in front of one again.” He looked up at the sky.

      I looked up too, wondering how I was going to bring up Andrelexa again. I wanted him to know the truth. Not only because he seemed intent on discovering it, but because I knew there was no way to erase those years. My time off Earth was a part of me, and despite barely knowing him, I wanted Noah to know me better. Just as I wished I knew more about him. He had a story too. Maybe it wasn’t quite as crazy as mine, but I felt we had more in common than appeared on the surface. But I wouldn’t demand to know. He would tell me when he was ready.

      “That’s actually a good idea.” Angie joined the conversation. For a moment I’d forgotten it wasn’t just Noah and me standing there outside. “Maybe it would bring other memories back too.”

      “Actually a good idea?” Noah narrowed his eyes. “You say that as though you’re surprised.”

      She laughed. “I’m not used to you being the one to come up with them. You’re always going to be my baby brother.”

      Noah shrugged. “I guess so.”

      I closed my eyes again, hoping to pull up more memories. I wasn’t sure how they were going to help, but I was so confused I would take any information I could find. I was brought back to the same memory. The piano. The smell of cooking. I wished I could look beyond that tiny snapshot. As soon as I tried to remember more the memory faded away, and I snapped back to reality.

      “Do you want water or anything?” Noah asked.

      “Oh. Only if you want it.”

      “Okay. Stay right here with Angie and Dale.” He pulled his hand from mine, and I immediately felt his absence. I thought about following, but he’d specifically asked me to stay.

      “He’s going to come back.” Dale smiled, as if his words were funny. “The bar is just inside.”

      “I know.” I was sure my words sounded defensive, but they’d come out quickly. I looked down at my empty hands.

      “That’s not what your face says. Your face says you think he’s gone forever.” Dale tilted his head to the side.

      “Leave her alone.” Angie groaned. “I’m sorry, Rachel, this one doesn’t have an off-button.”

      “It’s fine.” I looked up to meet her eyes. “I don’t mind.” I didn’t mind Dale’s words, but I minded my reaction to Noah’s absence. I didn’t want to rely on him. I didn’t want to rely on anyone ever again.

      “Can I ask you something?” She moistened her lips.

      The band must have been taking a break because there was only the hum of voices to talk over now. “Sure.”

      “Can you tell me anything about your time in New Orleans when you were little?”

      “Anything how?” Maybe I shouldn’t have admitted my memories were coming back. She was going to expect more than I could give.

      “Like what things were like. Anything. I’m trying to figure something out.” She put her hand on the side of her neck.

      “What? What are you trying to figure out?” I was tired of unknowns.

      “It’s easier if you tell me the information first and I explain later.”

      “Sounds perfectly fair to me.” Dale snorted.

      Angie glared at him.

      Something nagged at me. “Why did you wait for Noah to leave to ask me?”

      Angie startled. “I didn’t.”

      “You did. Please don’t pretend otherwise.”

      She sighed. “Fine. You’re right. I did it because Noah is afraid of scaring you away.”

      “Shouldn’t it be the opposite?” I thought over her words. “Shouldn’t he be afraid of me staying around?” So far he’d skipped classes for me, and he couldn’t possibly be getting school work done. All I’d done for him is a simple computer fix.

      “No.” Angie shook her head. “Haven’t you noticed the way he looks at you?

      Did she mean the way his eyes seemed to see straight through me into the parts of me that no one had ever seen before? She couldn’t possibly know that. “No.”

      Angie frowned. “I can’t tell if you are really innocent or a really good actress.”

      “Actress?” The word didn’t resonate with me. I touched my ear. My translator wasn’t going to do me any good for Earth words I didn’t remember.

      “You know, performer.” Dale leaned in. “Like you can fool people. Just so you know, I don’t really care. If you’re fooling us, thanks for the entertainment.”

      “I’m not trying to fool anyone.” The very idea someone could think that was my goal made me angry. I certainly wasn’t perfect by any stretch of the imagination, but I wasn’t cruel. “I just need help. I was rushed and didn’t plan anything out before coming here. Now I’m paying for it. I offered to leave you all alone, but Noah told me not to. Do you disagree with him? Do you want me to leave?” It was Noah I would listen to, but he seemed to look up to his sister. Her opinion mattered to him.

      Angie turned to Dale. “Give us a moment.”

      He acted as if he didn’t hear her, but he had to have. His hearing appeared to be fine.

      She scowled. “Dale, go see if Noah needs help. Now!”

      He groaned. “I miss everything good.” He stomped off.

      A few seats opened up at a table. Angie pulled the chairs away from the table and gestured for me to sit down. I sat, mostly because I was completely exhausted.

      She settled into her chair next to me. “I am all on board helping you, but I can’t take the chance of my brother getting hurt.”

      “Getting hurt? You mean by me?” I put a hand to my chest. “Why would I hurt him? I don’t get it.”

      “If you mean intentionally, then I don’t know. People have their reasons. But giving you the benefit of the doubt, you might unintentionally hurt him.”

      “I can’t promise the unintentional part, although I’ll truly try not to. I’ve been hurt before. I have no interest in doing that to others. Especially not him.”

      “Especially not him?” She crossed her legs.

      “Noah is—” I searched for the right words. I’d never had to explain my feelings before. Especially not feelings like this that I didn’t even fully grasp. “He’s the nicest person I’ve met.”

      “He is nice. Sometimes too nice.” She looked off into the distance.

      I followed her gaze, expecting to see him, but I saw nothing but groups of people standing around. Mostly drinking beverages out of glass containers. Angie said nothing, so I decided to continue my awkward attempt to describe Noah. “He has the most amazing eyes; they are at once both piercing and beautiful.” Once I started talking it became far easier. “And his hands. They are strong and comforting. He’s funny too. In a different way. Not different bad. Different in a way I haven’t experienced before.”

      She laughed. “In other words you like him.”

      Like him? I wasn’t entirely sure what she meant, but there was very little I didn’t like about him. “Yes. Of course.”

      “I mean, you’re interested in him.”

      “Oh.” I looked down at my lap. “I hadn’t thought of that at all. I hadn’t thought of anything beyond finding my brother. I don’t really know if it matters.” I patted the medallion that was tucked under my shirt.

      “What do you mean it doesn’t matter?” she pressed.

      “I mean I don’t know what my future is going to hold. I probably get no choice still. All I’m hoping for is a chance to see my brother before—” I stopped. How could I possibly tell her more? How could I tell her that likely my life was down to its last days unless I succumbed to the Emperor’s demands? They’d find me. And it wasn’t going to take long.

      “Hey, you found chairs.” Noah reappeared at exactly the right moment to spare me having to answer. Dale was by his side.

      “Not enough chairs.” Dale gave a miffed look at a group of people sitting at the table nearest us.

      “You can have my chair if you want,” I offered.

      “No.” Noah shook his head. “He can stand.”

      “I really don’t mind.” I jumped to my feet. I’d had my rest. Dale could have his turn now.

      “Oh. Here.” Noah held out a cup of water.

      “Thanks.” I sipped it. “Wow. This tastes good too.”

      “The water wherever you are from must be horrible.” Dale sipped from his own water. “Because this isn’t anything special.”

      “So what do you think of the music?” Noah shifted his weight from foot to foot in rhythm to the music.

      He’d already asked me that, but I didn’t mind. “I like it.” I was about to elaborate more, but I noticed someone in the crowd behind him that jarred me. I stepped around Noah.

      “Hey, where are you going?”

      I didn’t answer. I needed to know if I was imagining things. I slowly walked around the patio area searching for the figure.

      “Hello, little princess.” The low, scratchy voice came from directly behind me.

      I spun and came face to face with a set of red eyes. They belonged to the same stranger from the ceremony crowd. I froze, searching for words and trying to understand how he could have possibly followed me to Earth.

      “Did the cat get your tongue?” He smiled without opening his mouth. His lips were deeply chapped and bleeding.

      “What?”

      “Isn’t that what Earthlings say?”

      I forced myself to maintain eye contact even though his face was frightening. “I wouldn’t know.”

      “Rachel, what’s going on?” Noah caught up with me. “Who is this guy?”

      “Trouble.” There was no word that could possibly encapsulate it more. No matter how he found me, the why couldn’t be good.

      “A lot more than trouble.” The red-eyed stranger’s face began to change. His chin elongated as fangs sprouted from the corners of his mouth.

      I noticed Angie and Dale out of the corner of my eye and wanted to scream at them to stay away. I couldn’t. I was frozen in fear.

      The stranger reached out for me, his bitterly cold hand slipping underneath my shirt and grabbing a hold of the chain. He tugged on it and cupped the medallion in his hand.

      “Get the hell away from her.” Noah tossed his water—cup and all—at the stranger and shoved him in the chest. The stranger let out a howl and released the medallion. A foggy smoke emulated from his ears and nose along with a horrible stench. Noah took my hand. I let him pull me from the bar, hoping the creature was only there for me and wouldn’t hurt anyone else.
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      There were no screams. No shouts. Only music as Noah pulled me through the bar and out onto the sidewalk out front. I held onto his hand as he ran full speed once the crowds were no longer an issue. He only slowed a few times to check to make sure Angie was with us.

      “What the hell was that?” Dale asked out of breath as we slowed down once we made it around the block.

      “I don’t exactly know,” I admitted after taking a long look down the street. I also looked up. One could never rule out a creature’s ability to fly. I wanted to believe Noah’s water trick had gotten rid of him, but nothing was that easy. At best it bought us enough time to get away. The problem was if the creature had found me once, he could find me again. “But he was there for me.” I was sure of that. Maybe Noah would believe me now, because that guy didn’t look like he was from Earth.

      “No matter what he was, we have to keep moving.” Noah took my hand again even though this time I wasn’t frozen. I didn’t mind at all.

      “Where are we going?” Angie jogged beside us. “Or are we just randomly running?”

      “Somewhere. Anywhere.” Noah was taking charge, and I was glad. I was still in too much shock to think straight. “Wait. I know.” He crossed the street, leading us toward a grassy area in the center of the street. We stopped right in front of a set of tracks.

      “Great idea, Noah. Leave us as sitting ducks.” Dale glanced around in every possible direction. “Shouldn’t we just head to campus? Find a crowded place?”

      “I know what I’m doing. I can hear the streetcar already.” Noah stared down the grassy way. I followed his gaze and saw a bright light heading toward us. There was a loud rumbling and what appeared to be a train car came into view. Noah still held my hand as it came to a stop, and I followed him onboard. He took some money out of his pocket and started to feed it into a small machine.

      The streetcar started up, and I stumbled into him.

      He walked back until he found two empty seats right behind one another. He sat down, and I sat right beside him.

      “Have you been on the streetcar before?” Noah spoke as though we weren’t running from a crazy creature. I wasn’t sure how he was so calm when my heart was beating uncontrollably. Maybe it was because he hadn’t had that creepy hand reaching down his shirt in search of the medallion.

      “I have.” The vague memory came back to me as the streetcar lurched forward.

      “Okay. She can play the memory game later. Let’s get back to the important thing.” Dale watched us from over the seat in front of us. “What the hell was that thing?”

      “I don’t know what it was, but it isn’t the first time I’ve seen it.” I could still remember the jolt of fear my first interaction with him gave me. And in that situation he was far less out of place. “I mean when he looked more humanoid like. But he had red eyes then, and I knew he was different.”

      “I assumed that by the way you followed it.” Noah turned in the seat to look directly at me. “Is he from Andrelexa?”

      “No. Of course not.” I shook my head.

      “What’s Andrelexa?” Angie asked leaning over the back of the seat like Dale.

      “It’s where I was raised, and the Lexas look like us only taller. Much taller.” And more muscular too." Both males and females were naturally strong.

      “It’s another planet.” Noah rested his arm against the window.

      “Oh hell, yes.” Dale grinned. “We just took on a damn alien?”

      “Another planet?” Angie’s response was far more subdued. “Come on, Noah. I’m not an idiot.”

      “Then how do you explain that thing?” Noah shifted in his seat, causing his leg to brush against mine. I liked the sensation against my bare skin and wished it could have lasted more than the brief few seconds. I was losing it. With everything else going on I was worried about how good Noah felt against my skin?

      “You expect us to believe you are from another planet?” Angie frowned.

      “No. I’m from Earth. But I was raised on Andrelexa… I told you you’d have never heard of it.”

      “Wait.” A slow smile spread across Dale’s face. “Got it. You were abducted by aliens. This is so unbelievably cool I can’t even take it.”

      “This is not cool.” Angie groaned. “Whether she’s telling the truth or not, there is a monster in New Orleans.”

      “There are lots of monsters in New Orleans.” Dale rested on his elbows. “Only this one isn’t human.”

      “Do you know what it wanted?” Angie’s frown deepened.

      I glanced around. “I don’t want anyone to see.”

      “See what?” Dale narrowed his eyes. “Do you have alien treasure or something?”

      He was more right then he knew. But I wasn’t going to tell him that.

      Noah squeezed my hand. “We’ll go somewhere private.”

      “But this is taking us further from your house.” I gestured to the floor, meaning the streetcar.

      “Yes. I wasn’t going to let the creature tail us back there. More than likely he knew where you were staying and was waiting for an opportunity. He’d expect us to go home. He might even be waiting there now.”

      I shivered. “Then where are we going?”

      “Do you remember Carl?” Noah addressed Dale. “From our floor last year?”

      “Of course. The weirdo two rooms down from us. How could I forget him? That guy was out there. I mean even more than I am.”

      “He’s got a loft downtown. He’s been posting online about some new program he’s created to help track alien lifeforms. I’m sure he’s full of it, but who knows.”

      Angie chortled. “Seriously? That’s your plan? We just confronted a monster—”

      “An alien,” Dale interrupted.

      She glared at him. “And we’re going to see your weirdo friend? Tell me how is this going to help?”

      “Do you have any better ideas?” Noah leaned back against the seat.

      “No.” She sighed. “I don’t. I believe I’m in a state of shock.”

      “Good. Then let those of us who are handling this better take care of things.” Dale crossed his arms.

      Angie turned toward Dale. “I heard your shrill scream when the monster let his fangs out. No pretending you took this well.”

      “That was my initial reaction. My reaction now is far better than yours.”

      “I hope the creature doesn’t hurt anyone.” I believed he was only there for me, but would that stop him from hurting anyone else? I wished I were braver. I could have faced him down. But I knew that wouldn’t have done any good. He’d have kidnapped me and put everyone in more danger.

      “Me too.” Angie’s frown was gone, but she sure didn’t look happy.

      “Noah?” I blinked a few times, trying to clear my head.

      “Yes?” he turned toward me.

      “How did you know to throw water on it? How did you predict its weakness?” It had all happened so fast.

      He shrugged. “I didn’t. I just reacted on instinct, I guess.”

      “Well, you have good instincts.” I scooted closer to him. “Thank you. You saved me.”

      “Anytime.” He smiled. “Anytime.”
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      “Yes?” A male voice spoke through the intercom.

      Noah pushed down on a button on a small white box affixed beside the door of a multi-story building. “It’s Noah. Can we come up?”

      “Who else is with you?” The man asked.

      “Uh, my friend Rachel, my sister Angie, and Dale from our freshman floor.”

      “Okay, everyone but Dale can come up.”

      “What?” Dale shouted. “Cut the crap man.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. Did he have to be so loud?

      “Why should I let you up? You were always a jerk to me.” The voice went in and out.

      “Because they don’t come up without me, and we have something really cool to talk to you about.” Dale looked at the little box, and I wondered if there was a camera or something that I couldn’t see.

      “Is that true, Noah? You won’t come without him?”

      “Of course we’ll come without him.” Angie rolled her eyes. “Let us up. I’m tired of wasting time.”

      Carl laughed. “I was just messing around. You can all come up. I’m on the top floor.”

      “Prick,” Dale mumbled under his breath.

      There was a buzz, and Noah opened the front door. He started up a steep set of stairs, and he kept going. For a moment I felt as if I was back at the palace taking the back stairs. Eventually Noah stopped in front of a double set of doors. One was pulled open nearly immediately. A man who looked to be around our age stood on the other side. He had unruly brown hair that fell halfway down to his shoulders. His t-shirt read ‘I am your father.’” I had no desire to know what that meant. His eyes swept over me before he turned to Noah. “Hey man.”

      “Hey, Carl, is it okay if we come in and do the introductions later?” Noah wrapped his hand around mine again. I was getting used to having mine cradled in his. I wondered if he was getting used to it as well.

      “Sure. You don’t even have to do the introductions.” He turned and headed inside the room.

      Noah met my eye, and I nodded before following him inside.

      The room was bright white with blank walls and soaring ceilings that once again made me think of the palace. The floors were concrete but much nicer than the sidewalks outside.

      There was almost no furniture in the room. Only a long table with multiple screens and two black chairs with wheels.

      Noah dropped my hand and went to examine the screens.

      Toward the back of the room was a kitchen with two stools in front of a counter. Off to the side of the kitchen was a bed with a colorful bedspread.

      I walked closer to the bed. “Star Wars?” I read the wording spelled out across the bedding out loud. “What’s that?”

      “What’s that?” Carl coughed loudly. “Noah? Did you really bring someone into my home who doesn’t know Star Wars? Are you so blinded by a pretty face that you’d choose someone like that as a girlfriend?” He put a hand to his chest as if he was wounded.

      “She’s not his girlfriend.” Dale crossed his feet at the ankles.

      “Yes, I am.” Was he really going to pretend I wasn’t friends with Noah? “We may not have known each other long, but that doesn’t matter.” Then I turned to Carl. “I don’t know what Star Wars is, but I know that’s some sort of space fighter jet pictured underneath it. I know plenty about space. More than you.”

      “You can’t possibly know more than I do about space.” Carl scrunched up his nose as if he smelled something bad. “But good try.”

      “Okay. Let’s all stay calm.” Noah came to stand beside me.

      “At least tell Dale I’m right.” I wasn’t sure why but I needed him to confirm we were friends. Otherwise why was I trusting him? Having him as a friend was one of the few things I could rely on.

      “Right about what exactly?” Noah put a hand in his pocket.

      “She’s asking you to agree that she’s your girlfriend.” Dale laughed. Somehow he thought that was funny.

      “Why are you laughing?”

      “Uh, Rachel.” Noah rubbed the back of his neck. “I would have no problem if you were my girlfriend. None at all. But I don’t think you two are talking about the same thing.”

      “We’re not?”

      “No. He isn’t denying we’re friends. He’s saying you’re not my girlfriend. As in we’re not dating.”

      “Dating?” Once again I wished I had a translator to help me with these new words.

      “Okay.” Angie patted my arm gently. “This is going to be a difficult conversation. Maybe we should focus on the other issues right now.”

      “Like how she claims to know more about space than I do.” Carl raised his chin.

      “She does.” Noah walked away from the bed and toward the computers. “Way more than any of us.” I followed him.

      “Sure.” Carl followed as well. “I bet.”

      “Okay, I’m just going to spit this out and get it over with.” Noah stopped and turned to Carl. He looked at me again as if to make sure I was okay with him sharing. I nodded. We needed any help we could get. “Rachel was abducted by aliens thirteen years ago.”

      “What?” Carl looked at me. “Is he serious?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Although I never thought of it as abduction until very recently.”

      “Ok.” Carl nodded. “Then I apologize. I misspoke. Please accept my apology, and we can begin again.” Carl held out his hand. “I am Carl. Pleasure to meet you.”

      I wasn’t sure what to make of this bizarre conversation, but I accepted his hand. “I’m Rachel. It’s fine. This whole situation is confusing for all of us.”

      “Okay. Good.” Angie crossed her arms. “Let’s get moving, shall we? Let me fill you in on what we know, Carl. A monster showed up at the Maple Leaf. Rachel believes he was there for her.”

      “He tried to feel her up. Or down I guess. He was definitely there for her.” Dale stared at me as he spoke.

      “Shut up, Dale,” Noah snapped.

      “Okay. And this monster is from space?” Carl pulled one of the chairs away from the desk and took a seat.

      “Yes.” I nodded. “But I don’t know what planet he’s from.”

      “She just knows it’s not from Andrelexa, the planet she was raised on,” Noah added.

      Carl crossed one leg over the other and leaned on his elbow. “Interesting.”

      “Wasn’t there something you wanted to show us before?” Angie dropped her hands to the side. “On the streetcar?”

      “He wanted this.” I pulled out the medallion. “It’s rare, and it’s worth a lot.”

      “So he wasn’t trying to touch her boobs. Got it.” Dale walked toward me and looked closer at it.

      “Shut up, Dale!” Noah stepped in front of him. “She deserves to be treated with respect.”

      Carl reached for the medallion. Then he stopped. “May I touch it?”

      I nodded. “Yes. You can’t hurt it.”

      “This appears to be made from gold, but it’s different than the gold we have here. It feels featherweight yet the metal appears thicker, maybe?”

      “It’s Narva gold. Have you heard of it?”

      He shook his head.

      “Where did you get the medallion?” Noah took it in his hand next. He turned it over.

      “It might be easier to tell you the whole story. At least what I know.”

      “That would be a good start.” Angie sat down on the floor. “We’re listening.”

      I sat down across from her and Carl. Dale and Noah followed. We ended up in a circle on the floor. I was seated between Noah and Carl.

      “Thirteen years ago Telton took me from Earth.”

      “Telton?” Angie repeated his name. “Why? How did it happen?”

      “I had false memories so I don’t know what to believe now. Plus, I was lied to.”

      Noah put a hand on my arm. “You can skip ahead if you want to. Whatever is easier for you.”

      Angie shook her head. “She has to tell us everything.”

      Noah stretched out his legs in front of him. “She can. Later. Right now we need the vital details. How she was abducted can wait.”

      “Thank you.” I wanted to get the rest of the story over with. I didn’t even want to think about it. “I lived with the royal family.”

      “Because your adoptive father was king?” Noah asked.

      “Telton?” I wanted to laugh, but I held it back. “Oh no. Not at all. He does run the Explorers, but not Andrelexa. The Emperor is someone else entirely. And I stayed because of his son.” I needed to get this out. “Caspian.”

      Noah sighed. “I knew this Caspian guy was going to come into play eventually.”

      “Caspian guy?” Dale’s brow furrowed. “You knew there was a dude named Caspian and didn’t tell me? This stuff is golden.”

      “Should I continue?” Even speaking his name made my stomach churn. He’d betrayed me in ways I’d never forgive. Had anything he’d ever told me been true?

      Everyone in the circle nodded.

      “I grew up in the palace because Caspian convinced his father to keep me around. At least that’s the story he told me every time I asked. He claims he knew we were destined to be together from the first moment we met.” My chest hurt even thinking about it. I wasn’t sure what it was I was feeling. Confusion more than anything.

      “When you were five?” Angie asked.

      “Yes. He was eight, although the Lexas have a different developmental process so I don’t really know how it all equates.” I’d never cared before, yet now it felt silly that I hadn’t asked for more details.

      “And how did you get the medallion?” Noah picked it up off my chest again.

      “Caspian gave it to me after his advancement. It was the same night I saw that thing. The creature.”

      “His advancement?” Angie asked.

      “When Caspian moved up to direct heir to the throne, even though he’s always really been that. It was in name only.” No one said anything so I took it as a cue to continue.

      “And at that same ceremony.” I swallowed hard. I didn’t even want to deal with this. “Well, as I said Caspian gave it to me.”

      “He just gave it to you?” Angie moved up onto her knees. “Please. Noah, even you can’t settle for that kind of answer.”

      I didn’t wait for Noah to say anything. He’d let go of the medallion. “Caspian gave it to me without asking.” I could feel tears burning in the back of my eyes. Tears I’d been unable to shed at the time. “I still can’t quite believe he did that to me. But then again he lied to me too. I don’t believe anything he ever said anymore.”

      “He did that to you?” Dale asked in a far softer tone of voice than he’d used with me before. “So you didn’t want this medallion?”

      I shook my head and looked down at my lap.

      “It was a mating ritual, wasn’t it?” Carl was speaking in soft tones too. As if I were a child.

      That snapped my head up. “Yes. That is exactly what it was.”

      “Mating?” Noah blanched. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

      “Everyone in the royal family has a medallion. Each child born into the family receives two. One to keep and one to give to their life mate. Some wear them as rings. When Caspian gave me the medallion, it signified my becoming officially part of the royal family as his life mate.”

      “But you didn’t want to be?” Noah’s voice was normal. I liked that. I didn’t want to be babied.

      “No. I. I mean I loved him… or I thought I did. My feelings were so different before. I’m starting to wonder if they’d kept me on modifiers all those years without my knowing it. Nothing else can explain the fog, and how it’s all gone now.”

      “Modifiers?” Angie put her head in her hands. “You weren’t kidding about this being a long story.”

      “It’s my life story… or my life so far.” I truly hoped this wasn’t the end of my story. In some ways it felt as if my life was just beginning. “How can I explain this quickly? Okay. I mean emotion modifiers. Lexas take them all the time. I only took one once that I know of, but now I’m wondering if they gave them to me in another form. They come in these little capsules, and they dissolve on your tongue. Caspian never took them because he didn’t need them, but everyone else did.”

      “So it’s some sort of drug.” Carl leaned on his hand. “This is all fascinating.”

      “Okay. I have tons of questions, but the one I have to get an answer to is what else Caspian lied about.” Angie had moved to what was the middle of the circle.

      “Earth.” I tried to get the courage to keep talking. It was all surreal. “He lied about Earth.”

      “What about Earth?” Angie pressed.

      “About it still being here.” I closed my eyes. I couldn’t handle looking at anyone. “I thought it was gone.”

      “Why would the Earth be gone?” Noah asked, his voice right beside me.

      “Because it was scheduled for destruction,” I whispered the words.

      “Why?” He pushed.

      “Because when planets turn so evil they can’t be saved, the Lexa destroy them for the sake of the universe and all the billions of galaxies that are part of it. Eventually that kind of evil will spread. The Lexas take them out before that happens.” I refused to open my eyes. I didn’t want to know the way they were looking at me. “Usually it’s a process. But Earth was so far gone they couldn’t even wait to harvest the resources.” I stopped. All of this was a lie. Earth wasn’t destroyed so why even repeat the story? I opened my eyes. “Sorry. I mean all of this is what they told me. They showed me videos—I had no reason to think they were lying.” Even with my eyes open I could see the images clearly. The blue and green ball ceasing to exist.

      “What resources do they harvest?” Dale asked. “I mean are we talking natural resources or people?”

      “I’m sure they never took people. Just metals and minerals. That sort of thing.”

      “But they took you.” Angie reached out and took my hand. “I think your abduction story really matters. We need to hear that part.”

      “I can tell you what I remember, but I have different versions of it in my head.”

      “That’s okay.” Noah shifted so he was in front of me, forcing me to look at him. His eyes were still so kind. Even after the story I was sharing. “We’re all here to help.”

      “But first we should eat.” Carl jumped to his feet. “Does everyone here like tacos?”
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      This was the sort of situation Joseph would have been better at handling. Really he could handle any situation, but this one in particular would have been his specialty. My twin brother had had the ability to make everyone comfortable. He could talk to anyone, settle any dispute, and most of all he knew how to use words in a way no normal teen could. I say teen because he died before he made it out of his teen years. I’m sure his skills would have gotten even better.

      Angie was thinking the same thing. She didn’t need to say it out loud. I could see it in her face, and in the split-second change in her when Rachel got to the root of her story. She was stepping into Joseph’s role because I couldn’t. I was the opposite of him when it came to dealing with situations, especially when it came to using words.

      Yet I needed to find words because once the tacos were eaten—turned out in addition to being really nerdy Carl was also really good at cooking— we were back in our circle on the floor sitting in silence. Well, everyone but Rachel.

      “I’m going to go check on her.” Angie started to get up.

      I held out a hand to stop her. “No. I will.”

      “You can’t check on a girl in the bathroom,” Angie glared at me.

      “I won’t walk in on her or anything. But she trusts me the most.” I jumped to my feet before Angie could argue anymore.

      I walked back toward the bedroom area and knocked on the bathroom door. “Hey, it’s Noah. Are you okay?”

      “You can come in,” she called.

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      I turned the knob and opened the door. She was sitting up on the counter next to the sink. Her eyes were red, and it didn’t take a genius to realize she was crying.

      “Are you all right?” I struggled to figure out what to say.

      “Yes. Sorry. I’m just.” She closed her eyes for a moment. I waited patiently until she opened them again. I got lost in the circles of brown. “I’m ashamed.”

      “What do you have to be ashamed of?”

      “That I fell for their lies. That I never questioned anything.” She tilted her head back and looked up at the bare bulbs hanging from the ceiling. “You must think I’m horrible.”

      “Horrible?” I stepped further into the small room. “Of course not.”

      “I keep thinking about how quickly I ran. I took care of myself and no one else. I even left Alda to fend for herself.” She sighed.

      I didn’t know who Alda was, but it didn’t seem like the right time to ask. “I’m glad you ran. I mean, I’m glad you ran here. To me.” Then I realized what I said. “Oh. Wait. I don’t mean that you ran to me. I mean that you ran to Earth and met me.”

      “I know what you mean.” She smiled. A bright smile that lit up her whole face. “And that’s the best part of any of this. Well, that and air. The best part of Earth so far is meeting you and getting to breathe air.”

      “Wow. I’m equal to air to you so far?” I relaxed. I was much more comfortable when I could use humor.

      “I doubt it’s just so far. If anything I’m more glad by the minute.”

      “Me too.” I put my hand over hers where it rested on the counter beside her. I couldn’t stop touching her hands.

      “Thanks for not sending me off.” Fresh tears spilled down her face.

      “Oh no. Don’t cry. And of course I wouldn’t have. I’m not like that. And I already told you I’m glad you found me.”

      “Even if I was raised by a people who have destroyed innocents?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t hesitate with my answer. “Even if you were.”

      “You have nice lips.” She reached out and ran her pinky finger over my closed lips. “Sorry if that is a strange thing to say, but they draw me in.” She removed her finger.

      “Draw you in how?”

      “Like I wish I could kiss you.” She looked down at her lap. “I’m silly. With everything else going on I have thoughts like that. And now I’m telling you. You make it too easy to be honest.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, I’d like it if you kissed me. Or well, if I could kiss you. I don’t think it really matters who starts it. Just that we’re both involved.” Yes, I needed Joseph here. He was also much better when it came to girls. I’d had a few girlfriends over the years, but this was different. Rachel was different, and I could barely think straight around her.

      “Would it be selfish if I did?”

      “How would kissing me be selfish?” I really hoped this didn’t tie back into the Caspian guy. She said the Lexas were really tall. I guess that would make him much taller than me, though at 5’11” I wasn’t short. I had a feeling he also had a whole lot on my frame. I went to the gym, but no one would have confused me for a fitness model.

      “Because the others are out there waiting. Because I’ve led a crazy creature to Earth and who knows who else. Because I still haven’t found my brother. Because I’m stuck wearing this medallion around my neck.”

      “How do any of those things mean us kissing would be selfish?” If she wanted me to talk her out of kissing me, I wasn’t going to help.

      She smiled and raked her teeth over her bottom lip. And that was it. I was undone. The most gorgeous girl I’d ever met was asking me to kiss her. I wasn’t going to pass up that opportunity. I leaned down, cupped her face with my hand, and let my lips meet hers.

      They were soft, exactly the way I pictured, and pretty soon I knew a chaste little kiss wasn’t going to cut it. I deepened the kiss, eager to explore her mouth, and loving the soft moan that my attention elicited. She tasted sweet, like taffy-candy, and I couldn’t get enough.

      She wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me in. And that was it. I could have died in that moment and felt as if I’d lived fully.

      But I didn’t die. Instead we were interrupted.

      “Are you serious?” Angie snapped from behind me. “Noah. Really?”

      Rachel pulled back away from me, and I turned ready to face Angie’s wrath. But her anger disappeared and was replaced by a smile. She was smiling. Maybe this was all one big messed up dream.

      “Why are you smiling?” I really hoped it wasn’t a dream.

      “Because you’re glowing. You never glow anymore. You never even look happy. I like when you’re happy.”

      Rachel hopped down from the counter. “I started it so you can blame me. I asked him to kiss me.”

      “I just told you guys I’m glad he’s happy. But you do need to get out here. We can’t do anything unless we know more of the story.”

      “We’ll be right out.”

      Angie shook her head and headed through the doorway.

      I looked at Rachel. “So, yeah. Was that what you expected?”

      She shook her head and panic struck me.

      She smiled. “It was better than I expected. I didn’t know a kiss could feel like that.”

      “Neither did I.” After the relief set in I brushed my lips against hers. “And just so you know, that wasn’t selfish at all because you made me feel something I never thought I would again.”

      “Happiness?” She wrapped her hand around mine.

      I nodded, resisting the urge to claim her lips again.

      “You gave me that for the first time.” She headed out of the bathroom, pulling me with her.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          22 Two

          Noah

        

      

    

    
      “Are there other females on Andrelexa?” Carl jumped right back into questions as soon as we joined the circle. Angie must have told the others what she’d walked in on because Dale kept winking at me. His attempt at winking was really blinking because he struggled with the whole closing only one eye thing.

      “Yes. Of course there are.” Rachel leaned into my side. “Plenty of them.”

      “Yet he chose you as his mate?” Carl sat cross-legged. “Not that you wouldn’t be life mate material, but…”

      “I can see why he chose her,” I spoke out loud before really thinking it through.

      “Yes. Obviously. Angie told us. Good for you. Now let Carl talk.” Dale had abandoned his attempt to wink.

      “I don’t know why he chose me. I can’t trust anything he, or anyone else there, has ever said so even if someone else had explained it, it wouldn’t matter now.”

      “And it doesn’t matter.” It didn’t. Obviously everything about her time on Andrelexa mattered in some way, but it wasn’t a big deal. There were far bigger questions to contend with, but I’d humor Carl. He usually had a point to the things he said.

      “Yet you didn’t want to be with him. At first I thought it might be an innocence thing, but uh, according to Angie you’re comfortable with some level of intimacy, so am I correct that that isn’t the problem?”

      “Something changed for me my last few weeks there. I already mentioned the fog… it’s like everything was suddenly different. And even if I had wanted to be his life mate—not in that way. Not with the way he gave me the medallion without a choice.”

      “Then why didn’t you give it back?” Angie asked. “Not to be pushy… I mean plenty of girls keep engagement rings after breaking off engagements.”

      “I wish I could. And I tried. But it’s Narva gold.”

      “And?” Carl put his palms up in his lap.

      “And it can’t be broken. At least not in any way I know.”

      “Wait. So you’re stuck with that thing?” What luck. She was stuck with a reminder of the biggest betrayal of her life. Not to mention that creepy creatures obviously wanted it.

      “Yes. Otherwise I would have left it behind.”

      “Why did the creature want it?” Dale asked a surprisingly useful question. “That’s probably the bigger issue right now.”

      “Because these medallions are powerful. They serve as keys to all the strongholds. Because the Emperor would do anything to get it back.”

      “Where’s your ship?” Carl folded his hands. “Sorry for the abrupt change in conversation, but that seems relevant. Where did you hide it? I would have heard if there was a spaceship lying around the garden district.”

      “Oh. It’s in here.” She tapped her watch.

      “No. Freaking way.” Dale crawled across the circle to examine her watch. “The ship is actually in there?”

      “Well, the pieces of it. It can’t be stored in its completed form, but in theory we could rebuild it. Yes.”

      “What else does the watch do?” I gently took her wrist and got another look at the watch.

      “What doesn’t it do?”

      “Wait. Does it have GPS?” I remembered our early conversation about it.

      “It has a locator function, but someone would have to know to look for it.”

      “Did anyone hear that?” Angie angled her head back.

      We fell silent.

      I heard nothing at first until there was a jarring sound and the glass sunlight above the kitchen came crashing down in a torrent of glass and white plaster. A figure came with it.

      Before I even made it to the kitchen to investigate a man stood up from the center of the mess and started to brush off debris. I prepared myself to come face to face with Caspian—to fight him if I had to— but this wasn’t Caspian. At least I didn’t think it was. He was tall—incredibly tall—but he had to be at least fifty-years-old.

      He looked right past me. “Thank you. Thank you.” He fell to his knees. He was speaking in English, but by his height and the type of outfit he was wearing—solid black bodysuit—I assumed he was from Andrelexa.

      “Telton?” Rachel stood right beside me. “What are you doing here?”

      I grabbed her hand without really thinking. She squeezed mine back. I assumed that meant that had been the right move.

      He scrambled to his feet. “Telton? You stopped calling me father? Never mind. It doesn’t matter. I am so proud of you. I knew you could do it. I never doubted it for a second.”

      Deep lines creased her forehead. “You lied to me. Everything you ever told me was a lie.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “That’s not true.”

      “No?” Her voice lilted. “How about Earth? Let’s start with that. This is a pretty nice place for a planet that was destroyed thirteen years ago.”

      “Rachel. I can explain everything.”

      “Then explain.” She put her hand on her hip. “Explain it all now.”

      “We have no time. But I promise everything I did was for the greater good. And I promise I did believe I was doing the right thing when I took you.”

      “Took me.” Her voice grew angrier. “You make it sound so innocent. You kidnapped me. You pulled me from my life.”

      “A life of loss and despair.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “My brother was neither of those things.”

      “You don’t remember what came before. You don’t remember why you were in New Orleans.”

      “And whose fault is that?” She yelled. “Whose fault is it that I don’t remember?”

      “The fault belongs to no one.” He spoke in barely a whisper. “Earth infants cannot remember things.”

      I couldn’t just stand there and say nothing. “Why are you here?”

      “Because Rachel has succeeded and now the next stage of the plan must begin.” His voice held excitement but deep sadness marred his face.

      “What did I succeed in?” Her hand tightened around mine.

      “You found your way back here with the medallion. Everything hinged on that.” He walked over and stood a few inches from us. I debated stepping back and pulling Rachel with me, but I was afraid that might come across as overprotective or something.

      “You knew Caspian was giving me the medallion?” Hurt was in her voice clear as day mixed in with the anger.

      “What?” Confusion crossed his face. “Hasn’t Kelby explained everything already?”

      “Kelby?” Rachel frowned. “What does he have to do with any of this?”

      “Oh.” The man rubbed his temple. “Oh dear. He hasn’t made contact with you yet?”

      She shook her head. “No. Of course not. What are you talking about?”

      “Rachel.” He reached out for her hand and then dropped it. “This has always been the plan. To get you and the medallion back here.”

      “But why?” She leaned heavily into my side. I dropped her hand so I could put my arm around her.

      He closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them. “It’s time for you to join the fold.”

      “What fold?” She sighed.

      “Why the resistance, of course. We are going to take down the Emperor, but we can’t do it without you.”

      “Oh my god.” Dale gasped. “We are living a ‘welcome to the rebellion’ scene. I can barely handle this.”

      I shot him my best ‘shut the hell up’ look.

      “We have to go now, Rachel.” The man fell on his knees in front of her. “The fact that Kelby is late can’t be good. We have to leave.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “You have to. Others have detected you. I just killed a Fleshard outside. They never work alone and are always hired out. He’s told others. I’m certain.”

      “Do Fleshards have bloody fangs and hate water?” Dale asked.

      Telton looked at Dale. “Who are you?”

      “Rachel’s friend.” He puffed out his chest.

      “Yes. I take it you met the one I was talking about.”

      “Noah splashed him with water and got us away.” Rachel straightened up and took my hand. “I’m not going anywhere without him.”

      “I assume Noah’s the one whose hand you hold?” The man had an amused expression on his face.

      “Yes, I am.” I tried to sound far more confident about the situation than I really was. There was so much going on, it was hard to keep up.

      “Well, then he can come. Kelby won’t be happy, but he’s the one who’s late.” Telton looked out the window. “But come on. Let’s go.”

      “Nope. No way. Noah isn’t going with you. Are you kidding me?” Angie grabbed my arm. “I’m not losing another brother.”

      The man shrugged. “Then you can all come. But we have to act fast. Take off your watch, Rachel,” Telton directed. “That should buy us time.”

      “What about my ship?” She hesitated with her fingers above the strap.

      “I have everything we need.”

      “I can’t trust you.” She shook her head.

      “Yes, you can.” Telton’s eyes locked on hers. “You have to.”

      She shook her head. “I need more than that.”

      Telton nodded. “If you come with me now and help the cause, I will make sure you reunite with your brother.”

      “How does that give me a reason to trust you? You’ve lied time and time again before.”

      He put his hand on his own watch. “Watch this. But we are running out of time.”

      The hologram of a woman with a long brown braid came into view. “Rachel, you can trust Telton. I am so sorry you feel betrayed, but this is the only way. I swear to you this is the right thing to do.”

      “Alda?” Rachel looked to Telton. He touched his watch and the image disappeared. “Alda is in on this too?”

      “Please, Rachel. I understand you’re angry, but if you care at all for these people, or anyone, you need to come. It is true Earth wasn’t destroyed before, but that doesn’t mean it won’t be soon.”

      Something about his words, or maybe that image, got to her. She nodded and took off her watch, placing it on the table by the computers. “If any of this is a lie I will never forgive you.”

      “That is fair. You are making the right decision.”

      Rachel looked me directly in eyes. “I can’t ask you to come with me. I can’t do that to you… But I don’t want to leave you.”

      “You don’t have to ask. I’m coming.” There was no way I was letting her go. Not after the years of numbness. I couldn’t.

      Dale grinned. “See, I told you renting that old house was a good idea. You’re the one who wanted to stay on campus. You can thank me later.”

      “Mom and Dad are going to kill me,” Angie groaned.

      “But before we go, can I ask one question?” It was an inconsequential question in the scheme of things, but I was going to ask it anyway.

      The man nodded.

      “Can someone tell me who Kelby is?”

      The man removed a stray piece of glass from his suit. “Caspian’s cousin.”

      I went with the next question. “And why won’t he be happy to have me around?”

      “Because he’s in love with Rachel.” He headed toward the door. At least he wasn’t planning on leaving the way he came in. “I’m half convinced Kelby signed up for this crazy ride just to get her away from Caspian.” Telton laughed. “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t let him hurt someone Rachel cares about.”

      “So, we’re really doing this?” Angie sighed. “We’re going along with this crazy plan?”

      “Yes. Yes we are.” I hadn’t been so sure of anything in my life.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.” She frowned.

      “I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing, but I don’t see why that should stop us. And you don’t have to come.”

      “I do. I’m not losing you.” Her expression said it all. There was no reason to try to convince her otherwise.

      “We have to go now.” Telton’s voice was stark. “We’ve been located.”

      “By who?” Dale asked. “One of those Fleshard things?”

      “No.” Telton touched his watch. “Someone far more dangerous.”

      “Caspian…” Rachel trailed off. “It’s him. Isn’t it? He came after me?”

      “You can’t trust him, Rachel.” Telton took her arm. “You have to believe that.”

      “I’m well aware.” Her eyes were cold. “Get us out of here.” She pulled me closer to her side. “I’m glad you’re coming with me.”

      “You and me both,” I whispered as a bright light filled the room, and I lost all sense of space and time.
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      Thank you for reading Stardust (Half Light #1). I hope you enjoyed it! Please consider leaving an honest review at your point of purchase. Reviews help me in so many ways!

      

      If you would like to know when my next novel is available  you can sign up for my New Release Newsletter.

      

      You can email me at alyssaroseivy@gmail.com

      

      To see a complete list of my books, please visit http://www.alyssaroseivy.com/book-list-faq/
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      The Half Light series will continue with Stargaze coming May 24, 2018.

      Please keep reading for a preview of Beckoning Light (The Afterglow Trilogy #1), a YA Fantasy Romance by Alyssa Rose Ivy

       

      www.AlyssaRoseIvy.com

      www.facebook.com/AlyssaRoseIvy

      twitter.com/AlyssaRoseIvy

      AlyssaRoseIvy@gmail.com

       

      To stay up to date on Alyssa’s new releases, join her mailing list: http://eepurl.com/ktlSj
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      As Charlotte steps through the gate, she has a strong feeling that nothing will ever be the same again.

      Moving back to South Carolina after three years away, Charlotte knows she’s going to have to face people from her past and adjust to a new high school, but she’s completely unprepared for what else waits for her in Charleston.

      Drawn through an old garden gate, Charlotte discovers a hidden world where she meets Calvin, a boy to whom she is inexplicably attracted. As Charlotte is pulled deeper into this hidden world, it’s up to her older brother Kevin to rescue her. No matter how hard Kevin tries, the rescue depends upon Charlotte fighting her intense feelings for Calvin while mastering a set of abilities that she has only just discovered she possesses.
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      Charlotte

      

      We were flying over Canada when the panic set in. I felt a mild tightening in my chest as I thought about the plane that was taking me closer to the place so unimaginably full of memories that I couldn’t quite process it. As I sat there, earphones still in my ears even though I had turned my music off hours ago, the one thing keeping me from becoming physically ill was that I wasn’t completely alone. My older brother Kevin was dozing in the seat next to me.

      Looking over at him, I couldn’t help but feel a tinge of jealousy. There was something unfair about two siblings being so different. Physically, we shared some traits, dark brown hair and above-average height, but that was where the similarities ended. Kevin moved through life with an almost effortless ease, usually getting exactly what he wanted without even contemplating another outcome. He was social and confident, the opposite of me; I found social situations intimidating and absolutely hated being the center of attention.

      I had been wide-awake for the entire flight. I was tired, but sleep wouldn’t come. We still had another plane to catch once we got to Detroit. We had left Fairbanks early in the morning, and we wouldn’t get to our final destination, Charleston, until late afternoon. It was a long day of traveling, but at least we had one-way tickets.

      I kicked at the winter coat stashed on the floor by my feet, relieved that I wouldn’t need it much in South Carolina. I guess I was being louder than I thought because Kevin started to stir.

      “How much further?” he asked sleepily, as he stretched out his six-foot-four frame.

      “I’m not sure.” I pointed at the blank screens in front of us where the map was supposed to be.

      “Oh, I guess I’ll ask next time I see a flight attendant.” He clearly wasn’t overly concerned by my inability to answer.

      “Good idea.”

      “So Charlotte, can you believe we’re moving back?” He sounded way too excited for someone who had just woken up.

      “No, not really,” I admitted. “But I’m glad that Dad decided to send us back to Charleston instead of making us move to the arctic with him.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, I don’t think either of us would have made it very long in Siberia.” I smiled and nodded, but I couldn’t help thinking that Kevin would have been just fine in Siberia; he would be fine anywhere.

      We had moved to Alaska almost three years ago on the pretense that my dad could pursue his research, but really he was just ready to get away from Charleston. Although I thought that it was pretty cool that my dad was a geologist, I never really got his affinity for research that required such prolonged periods of time in the cold. Having grown up in the south, I think I was just meant for warm weather.

      “But you’re happy about the move, right?” Kevin asked suddenly.

      “I guess.” Knowing how unhappy he would be with my response, I avoided his eyes.

      “You guess?” He tugged at my ponytail. As usual, I was wearing my hair up.  I always felt like I looked too much like my mom when I wore it down because we had the same wavy brown hair and blue eyes.

      After making a face at Kevin and pulling my hair out of his reach, I decided to give him more of an answer. “I always loved Charleston, but I’m nervous about the new school and facing memories of Mom.”

      “The memories are going to still be there no matter where you live,” Kevin said quietly. I shrugged. Even though my mom had died almost five years before, I still had issues with it, which I guess was pretty normal.

      When I didn’t say anything else, Kevin changed the subject. “I’m really excited to see Liam. I can’t believe he never made it out to visit us.”

      Liam. Just his name brought back memories of my last night in Charleston. It was my thirteenth birthday, and I had stayed up late packing up the last of my things. Kevin was in the next room with Liam, his best friend and our neighbor. Liam was my first crush, that older boy who just seemed so cool. Everything about him intrigued me, the way his auburn hair was always slightly messy, the way he permanently called me “Little Calloway” instead of Charlotte.  Looking back, it seems surprising that I liked him so much. It wasn’t like he was ever particularly nice to me. To him, I was just Kevin’s pesky little sister who was always in his way.  Back then, our two-year age difference had seemed insurmountable.

      It had been unexpected when Liam had knocked on my door that night. I was sitting on my bed staring out the window when he sat down next to me without saying anything. Then I made the most impulsive action of my life—I kissed him. I felt like I lost control at the moment, as though someone else had propelled me toward him. The second our lips touched, I felt a surge of heat that continued until I was able to pull away. I opened my eyes. He just sat there staring at me with his mouth hanging open. Finally, as though nothing had happened, he got up and left my room without another word. That was it. I left the next morning, and we hadn’t spoken since.

      I had thought about that kiss a lot over the three years in Alaska. The long, almost endless winter nights were the perfect backdrop to analyze the kiss and to regret having done it. For the first few months, every time Kevin talked to Liam, I prepared for Kevin to come in and start yelling or making fun of me for it, but he never did. Luckily, Liam never told him. Maybe he was too embarrassed to admit that a thirteen-year-old had kissed him that way. Thoughts of that last night in Charleston fueled my panic. What would it be like to see Liam again?

      “You know Liam is on the basketball team now, right?” Kevin asked, pulling me out of my thoughts. I was mortified that I had even been thinking about that kiss in front of Kevin and hoped it didn’t show on my face.

      “Yeah, Monty told me.” My uncle Monty, the high school basketball coach, had been living in our house while we were away. He had also mentioned that Liam still visited a lot, even though Kevin was gone. As I tried to imagine how awkward our meeting would be, I was grateful that I hadn’t had months to obsess over it; my dad had only told us about the move a few weeks ago.

      “I heard that he’s actually pretty good.” Once Kevin got on the topic of basketball, it was hard to get him to stop. He was really excited to play on Uncle Monty’s team. His only condition for moving mid-season was that he got to start. Monty had no problem with that; Kevin was an incredible player.

      Thankfully, Kevin stayed awake for the remainder of the flight and for the entire second one. Even though he talked about basketball the whole time, it was a lot better than staring out the window. We were discussing the early games of the college basketball season when our flight landed.

      Monty had visited us in Alaska several times each year, so he didn’t look too different when I saw him waiting at baggage claim. Clearly in need of a shave, he had that ruggedly handsome look usually reserved for movie stars. At thirty-four, he still held on to a certain boyish charm that made him look years younger. When Monty saw me, he ran right over, picked me up, and swung me around. If anyone else had done that, I would have lectured them about my being too old for it, but it was different with Monty. It was a ritual that had started when I was a toddler and had never seemed to wear off. “Hi, Charlotte. How was the trip?” he asked.

      “Bearable, but it’s good to finally be here.” I smiled as we walked over to meet Kevin at the baggage carousel.

      “Hey, Kevin, are you excited about playing for the Tar Heels next year?”  Even though Monty had never pressured Kevin to play college ball, it was obvious he was thrilled that Kevin had signed with North Carolina.

      “Yeah, I guess you heard I officially signed last week. It looks like I’m following in your footsteps… but I won’t be warming the bench.” Kevin laughed.

      If Monty felt snubbed by the remark, he didn’t show it. He responded by grabbing Kevin’s hand and pulling him into a bear hug. “Good to have you kids back home.”

      ***

      I looked out the window of the back seat of Monty’s truck as we drove away from the airport. Kevin had called shotgun as soon as the truck was within sight, and I got into the backseat without complaint. Monty had laughed as the two of us went on and on about the hot weather. “It’s only seventy degrees,” he reminded us.

      “You do realize how cold November is in northern Alaska, right?” Kevin asked.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Monty said playfully. I could tell that it was funny for Monty to see how much three years in Alaska had changed us.

      As I watched the palmettos and beautiful oaks with dangling moss pass outside my window, I felt more excited about being home every minute. Twenty minutes later, we pulled into the long drive on the side of the house. It didn’t look like much had changed but, then again, very little had changed in the more than two centuries the house had been in my father’s family. I stood outside staring up at the house, feeling a sense of homecoming I hadn’t quite expected.  In some ways, the house had been as much a part of my childhood as the people. The endless rooms and countless small hideaways coupled with my wild imagination had made every day an adventure. I always thought that growing up in an old house somehow connected me to the past, especially since so many generations of my family had lived there.

      I waited as Monty and Kevin pulled our bags out of the car and toted them inside. I followed them in and was hit with a wave of disappointment. Though I knew that my mother wouldn’t be waiting for me within those walls, part of me had hoped I would feel her presence in some small way, as if returning to the house would somehow quell the empty feeling that I could never quite shake. I snapped myself out of it as Monty started to talk.

      “Kev, you’re in your old room but, Charlotte, there was some water damage in yours, so I put you up on the third floor,” Monty told us as he dropped the last of our bags in the foyer. I wasn’t surprised. When you lived in a house that’s been around for over two hundred years, there was always something that needed to be fixed.

      “Great,” I said with some feeling, as I realized that I would have my own bathroom.

      Monty grabbed the larger of my two bags while I carried the smaller bag and followed him. Kevin was already in his room when we passed it on the way up to the third floor. Monty stopped at the first door on the right. “I thought this one would work well. You have views of the yard and the harbor from the windows and porch.”

      I walked in and examined the room. I was glad to see that the bed was already made; I suddenly felt exhausted. On top of the bedspread were the boxes of clothing I had ordered in anticipation of my need for clothes more appropriate for a southern climate. I looked out the window and took in the view of the garden, the manicured rows of bushes, the brick paths, and my favorite spot, the fountain at the rear of the yard.

      I had grown up in that garden, following mom around everywhere. I even had my own little section where I planted all of my favorite flowers. I wondered suddenly if Monty had been keeping them up. I finally tore my eyes away from the window and noticed an object in the far corner of the room—my cello! One thing that my uncle and I shared was our passion for music.  In addition to being basketball coach, Monty was also the orchestra teacher.

      “Thanks so much for setting everything up for me.” I gave him a hug. I really couldn’t believe he had set up my room so nicely in such a short period of time.

      “Anytime.  If you need anything, I’ll be downstairs.”

      I collapsed on the bed as soon as Monty left the room. Thoughts of the trip had kept me from fully coming to terms with being back in Charleston, but now the trip was over, and reality set in. It was Saturday afternoon and, on Monday morning, I would be walking into a new high school, forced to see people I hadn’t seen in three years. It seemed like a fresh start would be easier; at least no one had any preconceived notions about you that way. Here, I had no idea what people thought.

      One silver lining was that Kevin would be driving me to school, so I didn’t have to arrive ridiculously early with Monty. Our dad had left a car at the house that Kevin could drive until he went to college, and then, assuming I had my license, it would be mine.

      Within minutes, I fell asleep. The day of travel had finally caught up to me. The next thing I knew, my room was dark, and Uncle Monty was in the doorway asking what kind of pizza I wanted.

      “Anything is fine.” I was trying to hold onto the end of a dream, and I barely got the words out.

      “Pepperoni it is. I’m going to go get it with Kevin; we’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      “Great,” I called after him absently while I contemplated the dream.

      The dream had replayed a vague childhood memory. As a child, I woke up in the middle of the night and walked downstairs for some water. I thought I heard something outside, so I peered out the kitchen window. I saw my mother walking up the garden path wearing a long blue dress. I ran upstairs so I wouldn’t get in trouble for being out of bed so late. Before going back to bed, I looked out my bedroom window and could have sworn I saw a faint light at the back of the garden. I never asked my mom about it, but I always wondered why she was out so late at night dressed so formally.

      My dream followed the same scene, but this time I thought I saw a figure standing at the old gate beyond the fountain, and the figure waved. I waved back through the window as though I knew who it was. The last thing I remembered before waking up was looking down and realizing I was wearing a long blue dress instead of pajamas.

      I shrugged off the dream and decided to start unpacking. I only got as far as my toiletries before realizing that what I really needed was a shower. I took a fast shower, letting the hot water wash away the grime of travel and then searched for some clean clothes to wear. After pulling on jeans and a pink three-quarter-length top, I tied my wet hair back and, suddenly very aware that I hadn’t eaten in hours, started down the stairs quickly.

      “I’ll be right—” The words caught in my throat as I realized that there were three people standing in the foyer—Monty, Kevin, and Liam. Wow, Liam had really changed. He was no longer the slightly awkward fifteen-year-old; he was so much taller, standing at least six-foot, and so much bigger, nothing scrawny about him.

      “Charlotte? Wow, you’ve grown up!” Liam grinned, and I couldn’t help but look away.

      “Yeah, you, too.” I felt self-conscious. I just wanted to disappear, but in the back of my mind, I also knew that it was better just to get it over with.

      “I still can’t believe you guys are back. Things just haven’t been the same around here since you Calloway kids left.” Liam gave me an awkward hug once I reached the bottom step.

      “Yeah, I bet.” I played along, even though I knew what Liam meant was that things weren’t the same without Kevin.

      “So, Liam is going to join us for pizza,” Monty broke in, giving me a strange look. He must have noticed I was uncomfortable. I nodded, and we all headed into the kitchen.

      Dinner was better than expected at first, as I mostly just listened to the three guys discuss the basketball team. Evidently, Monty had already broken the news to the forward who would no longer be starting. I really didn’t mind all of the basketball talk because it gave me the freedom to just sit and think without the pressure of coming up with conversation. But, that didn’t last.

      Monty was the one who pulled me into the conversation. “So Charlotte, I printed out a list of all the clubs and activities at school. I know it’s tough that you’ll have to wait around after school most days until you get your license.”

      “Thanks, but I could probably always get work done at the library or something.” I hoped he wouldn’t press the issue.

      “Sure, and you’re welcome to use the orchestra room to practice any time, but joining something might be a great way to meet people.”

      “And we all know Charlotte could benefit from meeting people,” Kevin added with a grin. Oh geez, did he really have to start in on this?

      “Did I ask you, Kevin?” I snapped. Sometimes he could be so nice, but other times he could be such a jerk.

      “No, but you should,” he said, challenging me to argue. “And hey, you’re the one who told me that you were nervous about starting at a new school.”

      “Whatever,” I replied, because some arguments were pointless.

      Kevin wasn’t going to let it go. “Speaking of Charlotte and friends, I need your help on something,” Kevin said, addressing Liam. This time I didn’t want to disappear, I needed to. This was so awful; I could hardly believe it.

      “Yeah?” Liam looked over at me, clearly curious. I knew that I must be bright red, anticipating what Kevin was going to say.

      “You have to help make sure Charlotte doesn’t become a total social outcast. You should have seen her in Fairbanks. Not dating, I get that; she’s too young to date.” Kevin spoke as though I wasn’t even in the room.

      “Wait, excuse me?” I didn’t know what possessed me, but I just had to argue.

      “Yes, Charlotte?” Kevin asked with mock surprise.

      “I’m almost sixteen, and you’re not Dad!”

      “Okay, well, it’s not like you wanted to date anyway. Remember when Jared asked you out? The only freshman on the team last year, and all you could say was ‘Sorry,’ with no excuse or anything. The poor kid probably still hasn’t gotten over it.” Kevin just had to make me feel sillier.  I was ready to kill my brother. I thought I had known mortification, but this was something worse.

      “Why do you care why I turned Jared down? It’s none of your business!” The truth was, I just hadn’t been interested in dating up in Fairbanks. The thought of having to spend an evening finding conversation terrified me. Even though Jared was cute, the date didn’t sound appealing.

      “Kevin, just leave your sister alone.” Monty threw him a dirty look.

      However, Kevin wasn’t listening. “Okay, forget dating. Like I said, she’s too young anyway, but that doesn’t excuse hiding in her room when I threw parties while Dad was away.”

      I knew I was going to lose my temper completely, but I couldn’t stop it. “I was not hiding! I just had better things to do, and they were your friends, not mine. It’s not like I told on you, and I always helped you clean up.”

      “Well, you could have invited your friends. Oh wait, you didn’t have any,” Kevin said snidely.

      “Shut up! You know I had friends; you just didn’t know them,” I shot back. That was it. I couldn’t sit there any longer. I got up, pushed in my chair, and quickly rinsed my plate before putting it in the dishwasher.

      “Nice seeing you, Liam. Thanks for dinner, Monty. Go to hell, Kevin.” Without a second glance at any of them, I ran upstairs to grab a sweatshirt and my iPod; I was going for a walk. As I started up the stairs, I heard Kevin yell. Monty had probably thrown something at him.

      They were still talking about me when I walked out the front door, and I could feel tears rolling down my cheeks.  I just didn’t understand why Kevin didn’t leave me alone. Did my shyness really bother him so much? Of course, he probably didn’t understand why I cared about him talking like that in front of Liam, but somehow he should have. I got the distinct impression that Monty could tell by the way he had looked at me when he told me Liam was eating with us.

      I spent a good half-hour walking around the waterfront and realizing just how much I had missed the water. Growing up in Charleston, I had always taken for granted the access to the water; it felt so nice to be near it again. In the darkness, the lights reflected off the water, and I shivered slightly as a breeze picked up carrying the salty smell of the ocean. I closed my eyes for a moment taking in the sensation of being home. When I got back to the house, they were outside playing basketball, so I went back upstairs to my room. Before I got into bed, I walked onto my balcony and looked out into the night. I thought I saw a faint light in the back of the garden, but before I could figure out where it was coming from, it disappeared. I figured it was my mind playing tricks on me because of my dream. Whether I was losing my mind or not, my first day of school did not bode well.
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