Valfe gave up hope long ago. It's hard to retain when his
people spend their lives on a planet that isn't theirs, forced
into prison camps by the native Koleni, who are afraid of
the Vashra's powers. When his friend Anni receives a message from a powerful Vashra prince, Valfe cannot take it
seriously—the message, after all, is centuries old.
Then Anni is captured by the Koleni, and Valfe is forced to
put his trust—and hope—in a prince the rest of the world
has long forgotten.
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Part I

Valfe left Kolen as the cold blue sun rose over the stark
wastelands of Gatar. He had spent his last credits on two
fuel cells to get him out to Crater Valley and back. He only
hoped his bike would stay together long enough to get him
home before shut-down.
It was coldest during the day, and the sun's rays
pierced through the layers of synthetic leather and fabric,
chilling him to the bone. He tightened his body reflexively
and hunched over the barely sound vehicle, keeping his
face away from the whipping wind and prepping himself
for a long, cold ride.
There was nothing ostentatious about his destination
at all—a flat plain with jagged peaks and dusty cliffs all
around, which cast long black shadows, darker even than
the cool dusk of daylight. His only reassurance that he had
come to the right place was the old, rehabilitated scanner
he pulled from his breast-pocket from time to time, its
insides be-spelled by Annite to lead him directly to his
prize. Supposedly, anyway, he thought grimly as he
dismounted from his bike and followed the softly pulsing
indicator over the terrain. His boots made no noise on the
hard ground as he walked, but they kicked up stagnant
dust that swirled around him. It was as if no one had tread
there in hundreds of years. It was said that once the entire
planet of Gatar had been covered with great cities and
forests, but no sign of that remained, and Valfe was loath
to believe folk tales.
His pace slowed as the small blue light that indicated
Valfe himself and the pulsing white of his destination
intersected. The scanner made a small, encouraging noise.
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He sighed and glanced around, seeing nothing. He looked
up—nothing but the faint stars and the dusty azure sky.
"Down, then," he muttered, crouching to examine the
dry rock below. He pulled the worn leather gloves from his
hands and, after a moment of hesitation, placed his palms
on the ground. Then, with a furtive glance around, he
allowed his magic to emerge from his palms. Instantly his
body felt warm again. The opaque black form of his magic
slowly worked its way downwards, seeping through the
cracks and pushing earth aside in its quest.
Nothing … nothing … and then, aha! His magic
connected with something—something so bright and vast
that he could hardly believe his own senses, and his mind's
image was only that of a blinding white glow. Slowly and
carefully, he pushed aside the rock with his magic, until a
deep crevasse opened in the ground. He brought his magic
up underneath the object and tentatively began to lift it.
For Annite, it would have been a simple task—but her
magic was suited to delicate manipulation. His was best
used as a destructive force, and he had never bothered to
hone it further, so this proved to be very difficult indeed.
After several failed attempts and very nearly leaving in
a rage, he finally caught sight of the object atop the black
mass of his magic and reached down to grasp it. For
something that had glowed so brightly in his mind's eye, it
was deceptively plain: a small, clear crystal, sparkling in
the dim light. It was about the length of his hand and
wickedly sharp. He held it up to examine it, and as he did
his eyes caught a dark shape looming on the horizon.
A surge of panic welled up inside of him. He swore
hoarsely and tucked the crystal hastily into his breastpocket, annoyed at himself for neglecting his surroundings.
Then he stood, slowly and calmly, so as not to alert the
wolves.
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They stood on the crest of a large cliff about thirty
paces away, their eyes gleaming a sickly green and their
jaws dripping saliva. Valfe didn't know exactly how they
managed to survive on the sparse, mutated wildlife of
Gatar, but he suspected they had had help. He didn't think
there were any animals living wild any more, but he knew
that sometimes Koleni scientists did experiments on
animals and released them to die when they were no
longer useful. They were probably mad and half-starved
already, but he knew that those jaws could easily snap him
in half if he let them get close enough. He didn't intend to.
His bike was closer to the wolves than him, but if he
could manage to get a head start before they noticed
him …
He lifted his hands to slide his gloves back on, and the
leader of the pack snapped its jaws and let out a low growl.
So much for that. Well, there was nothing else for it. He
dug his heel into the ground, and then, with as much
speed as possible, began the race to his bike.
They were faster—he should have known that they
would be, and they were bigger than he had expected. He
had fought two-hundred pound men in close quarters
before and won easily, but this would be slightly more
difficult.
Valfe stopped when it became clear that he would not
reach his bike in time, and in the last moments before they
set upon him, drew up the full extent of his power and
readied it for attack. It was barely a passing thought in his
mind that he might not win the fight. If he died, it would
only be a pre-emptive to the inevitable, and it was a better
death than some of the alternatives available for his kind.
But Anni would wonder what had happened to him.
Perhaps she would blame herself. He didn't want that.
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Just before the wolves reached him, they left the
ground, their thick hind legs propelling them directly at
him. But he was ready. He threw his arms out with all his
strength, and thick black swaths of magic shot out from
them like scythes. There were a few panicked yelps as the
scythes cut into the hides of several wolves, and the force
of the magic was enough to throw all of them backwards
onto the ground. He steadied himself as three more stood,
their fallen comrades crying out or growling angrily. One
lashed at him, and he retaliated with another thick swipe
of magic, sending it backwards, crying.
Valfe turned away from it and focused on the two still
unharmed. One growled and let out a fierce bark, but then
it retreated, obviously wary. The others still alive followed
suit, dragging themselves after their comrade. Only one
remained, staring Valfe dead in the eye and growling low.
He could see that this one looked meaner than the others.
It was smaller too, so it was probably hungry, and it had a
look in its eyes that hinted at madness.
"Come at me, then," he taunted, "come on, I haven't
got all day. Come on—"
The wolf lunged, faster than he had anticipated, and,
instead of going for his chest or throat, latched its teeth
onto his leg and bit through the fabric and into his flesh.
Sharp pain shot through his leg as the wolf's teeth sank
deep.
"Agh!" Valfe cried out, grasping at the beast
instinctively to pull it away. It dug its teeth in deeper and
growled. The pain was immense, like a live thing burrowing
into him. Valfe cried out again, angry this time, and with a
quick motion he grasped at the dirty, patched fur of the
wolf's neck. He took a deep breath, preparing himself, and
then sent a thin slice of magic downwards, severing the
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beast's spinal cord. Mottled, sour-smelling blood spurted
out, spattering his clothes.
"Ptesh! Shit!" Adrenaline still racing through him, Valfe
threw the animal off of him with the last of his strength
and, still swearing, began to limp back to his bike. Pain
shot through him at every step, and he was bleeding
heavily. But he had no time or way to treat it. He had to get
back by shut-down. Then he could patch himself up.
As he drove home, his leg throbbing, the primary
thought in his head was that Annite had better appreciate
this. He was the best damn husband ever.
*~*~*
Valfe's home was underground, the entrance down an
alleyway and under a barely noticeable grate. The place
itself was carved out of an unused and blocked-off cellar,
perfect for running an illicit magical business. Annite had
been there for years before she ever invited Valfe to come
live with her. With his dark hair and rounded eyes, Valfe
wasn't immediately recognizable as a Vashra, which meant
he could deliver orders with much less suspicion, despite
most of Anni's goods being illegally magical in nature.
It was certainly better than his previous gigs. He had
only been able to use his magic to win so many cage fights
before his opponents had become suspicious, ganged up
on him in an alleyway, and used a magic-nullifying greenlight to beat the shit out of him. He knew he had been
lucky they didn't turn him in. Once identified as a Vashra,
he would surely have been carted away and thrown into
the special green-light-reinforced prison alongside the rest
of his people. Only he disliked thinking of them as his
people—he was only half Vashra, after all, and he hadn't
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participated in any Vashra culture at all since … well, since
his marriage to Annite at twelve years old.
Anni was sitting on the floor in the living room fiddling
with some potions when he entered, and he immediately
felt better upon seeing her. She was shorter than Valfe by
almost a head, and her height emphasized her plump
figure, a rare and coveted attribute in a city where a good
meal was hard to come by. Unlike Valfe, she looked
classically Vashra, with blonde hair that she swept up off
her face in an old Vashra style, and clever, slanted silver
eyes. Valfe's mother had been the same, but he took after
his Koleni father, with black hair and particularly dark skin.
It was Valfe's looks that had kept him safe during the
cleanse, the government act that ruled all Vashra unsafe
and illegal. After the cleanse, Anni had gone into hiding.
Valfe's father, who had never really approved of his wife's
cultural practices, had become even more controlling, and
had locked Valfe's mother away and pretended she didn't
exist. Valfe thought they had probably been happy once,
but his prevailing memory of his father was of a drunk who
had beaten his mother to death. Valfe had run then and
never looked back. He'd lived in the filthy gutters of Kolen
and sold his body and his tricks to survive. It was a time he
tried very hard to forget. Finding Anni again had been a
new beginning, a reminder of a better time, and although
his affection for her had never been more than friendly, he
had to admit that he was very attached to her, which was
probably why he had agreed to ride out into the middle of
the freezing, mutant-infested nowhere to retrieve her
bloody crystal.
"P'sharta! Fucking wolves, Anni! Mutant wolves or
something! "
"Val, don't swear in Vashra! What, wolves? In the
desert? Are you all right?"
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"Fine." Valfe limped down the stairs and into the
cramped but cozy living area of their underground abode.
"One of them got me, but it's not bad. I think they must
have been some shit Koleni experiment. Here," he dropped
the crystal onto the worn metal table, before limping
towards the small cubby that was his bedroom.
"You got it!" Anni's voice was ecstatic and shrill. "Oh,
Val, nemaina mai—"
"Hey, what about no swearing in Vashra?" He was tired,
and his leg was throbbing uncomfortably. He was also
trying and failing to ignore the twinge of pleasure that
invariably accompanied any pain he felt.
"Valfe, that looks bad!" snapped Annite, suddenly
looking up from the crystal. "Let me see!"
"No. It's fine. I'll bandage it myself."
"You know I don't care about your boner, Val—"
He managed to make it to his room and slam the door
shut before she could continue. Just because she knew
about his boner didn't mean she had to witness it. He
flopped down on his cot and tentatively began to unlace
the side of his pant leg. The fabric was soaked in blood,
and the wolf's teeth had left large punctures in it, but he
thought Anni would be able to patch them up.
His leg, on the other hand … He flinched as he touched
a finger to the angry, swollen wound and felt his pants
tighten predictably as the sharp pain shot through his body.
It was sharp pain that he liked. It made him breathless and
high, made his body ache for more. It was a strange fetish,
and a dangerous one, but he had long since learned to
handle it.
When he limped into the kitchen for antiseptic and
gauze a few minutes later, Anni was already hard at work
on the crystal. Valfe glanced at the doorway automatically
to make sure it was closed. Magic had been illegal for years,
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even before the cleanse, but Anni had grown up in an old
family and learned it regardless. She was extremely skilled;
where Valfe's magic was all instinct and destruction, hers
was precise and delicate. This particular magic involved
burning candles, bright flashes of lights, and chanting, so
discovery by police forces would not be good.
"So what is it?" he asked when she took a break from
her chanting. He knew what it supposedly was, of course.
All Vashra knew about the "Great Return": a time that was
supposed to come, but never had, when the Vashra would
return to their homeland. Wherever that was. No one
knew when it would be, but legend had it that there would
be a message sent out, some form of instruction.
"You know what it is, Val," said Anni crossly. "It's funny,
it was so easy to locate. I remember when I was a child the
elders had a whole room set up of scanners, just waiting
for the signal. I thought I'd never be able to pick it up with
just my lousy intro-scanner, but … here it is."
"Yeah." Val settled down in a chair to bandage his leg
and watch Anni work. "What is it, though?"
"It's a record crystal," said Anni, and Valfe nodded.
He'd seen record crystals before, at the secret Vashra
gatherings he'd gone to as a child. They'd watched the
recordings; fragments mostly, ancient elders talking about
the Great Return. "It'll produce like a hologram if I can get
it to—there!"
She sat back, and the crystal, wired into several
machines by her feet, suddenly flickered, and an image
appeared above it. It was blurry at first, but soon resolved
itself to reveal a man. He was crouching in front of Anni,
looking as real as she did, except that he was transparent,
and the colours in his face were strangely faded. He wore
all white, his hair was blond, and he had the most
startlingly flawless face that Valfe had ever seen.
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"Cor!" said Valfe, and he leapt up from the chair to
kneel in front of the crystal alongside Anni. "Who's he?"
"Don't get too excited," teased Anni. "This was
recorded hundreds of years ago."
"Hello," the man said in Vashra, and his voice had a
strange, archaic lilt to it. "I hope that you can understand
me. I know that our language may have changed a lot in
five hundred years, but, well … we Vashra have always
been rather stagnant, have we not?" His lips twitched in a
small smile, and Valfe was annoyed to see Annite nodding
alongside him.
"What?" she said at Valfe's look. "He's right."
Val rolled his eyes and turned back to the gorgeous
man in front of him.
"My name is Daeshun Val Aneris Cashe," he said, "and I
don't have much time. I am the youngest of the Vashra
royalty, and I came here with my people from Nemaida Rai.
Do you know about Nemaida? I certainly hope so, but I
suppose I'd better tell you anyway.
"Nemaida Rai is a planet. Our planet. We've been there
for thousands of years, but every ten thousand years the
planet undergoes the Canthra, a sort of cleanse and rebirth.
It takes five hundred years, and the entire surface of the
planet is destroyed, so we, of course, must leave for those
years. I—" He rubbed his temple. "I certainly hope you
know all this. Well, I suppose to make a long story short,
the Canthra started early. Several years earlier than it was
supposed to, and," he paused, swallowed, "we weren't
ready for it. My family, and the population of our city
managed to escape … forty thousand of us. That's all."
He paused. Valfe could see pain in those transparent
blue eyes and he felt for this man, Daeshun, whoever he
was, even as his mind railed against it and concocted a
million reasons not to believe him. Finally, Daeshun shook
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his head and continued. "But we endured. We came to this
planet, hoping that the natives here would allow us to stay,
and they did at first. But there was … a dispute. We signed
a peace treaty with the people of Kara, but we didn't
realize that the Acena people had declared independence
from Kara, or that they would see our treaty as an alliance.
They must have mistaken us for warlike, they …" He
paused and looked down. For a long time, he didn't say
anything, and Valfe thought perhaps the recording had
broken, or was replaying the same moment over and over
again. But finally Daeshun looked up. "My family is dead,"
he said, his voice cracking, "assassinated by the Acena.
There was a war, and I managed to escape but I ... I am the
only royalty left." He took a long shaky breath. He let out a
few more, and then he composed himself and continued.
"I am the only one with the power to bring us back to
Nemaida Rai when the five hundred years are up. If I die,
we can never return, because I am the only Vashra left
with the power to return us. The power was meant to be
passed down through the royal family, but …"
He broke down again, hand clasped over his mouth.
Anni made a pitying noise, and Valfe saw that she was
staring sorrowfully at the recording. "Oh, Valfe, the poor
boy …" she whispered.
Daeshun looked up again, and he seemed resigned,
speaking faster and with more power in his voice. "So now,
we come to the point of this. Through sheer luck, I've
managed to escape and find myself at the foot of the
Galagan Mountains in the midst of the Cylad Jungle. I hope
this place will still be here when I awake. I'm going to put
myself in stasis, for five hundred years. It's terrifying, but …
I am hopeful. I believe in the Vashra and in our endurance.
I believe we will survive no matter what, and I hope to
bring my people back to Nemaida Rai and see her new
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soils. It is a privilege I never hoped to experience. I'm
sending this crystal into the pine forests where we settled,
to bury itself deep in the ground until the time when
Nemaida Rai has completed her Canthra. At that time, it
will call to the Vashra people and … well, if you're watching
this now, that means you've found the crystal, and it's time
for me to wake up. I'll include the exact coordinates of my
location. Please come. Nemaida awaits us, and the Great
Return is at hand."
He was gone quite suddenly, and the room seemed
much darker for it.
Valfe stared at the crystal, now dormant on the floor.
Daeshun's image was gone, and with it his spell of
emotions. Valfe's cynicism was back at full force. "What …
what the fuck was that?"
"Anemai rana n'dola," rambled Anni. "Valfe, we have to
go get him!"
"Are you serious?" Valfe turned to stare at her, but her
excitement was almost unbearable. "He's a nutter!"
"What, you don't believe him?"
"You do!?"
They abruptly became aware of how loud their voices
were becoming and sat in silence for several seconds.
"Of course I believe him," hissed Anni. "It all makes
sense!"
"What, that we're aliens from another planet? He's a
nutter, Anni. Look, I'm sorry that your Great Return is just
the product of a nutter, but apparently that's the way it is."
He stood and hissed slightly as he put weight on his injured
leg.
"No, Valfe, it makes sense. All the legends talk about us
coming from another land far away, with a living green
carpet and a yellow sun …"
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"That's what this planet looked like before the ground
was poisoned, Anni … ow, fuck!" He sat heavily on one of
the worn chairs, staring at Anni incredulously through his
pain. Anni had always believed the stories, always talked
about the Great Return. Valfe knew it was important to her,
a nice thought to keep her going when everything seemed
particularly hopeless. But he had never thought that she
actually believed it. Not really. He didn't know what the
recording was, or who the man calling himself Prince was,
but it couldn't actually be true. Valfe had never had much
schooling, but he knew enough to be certain that there
was nothing else out there. No other planets, no long lost
homeland. No hope.
"Not the sun, Valfe. There's never been a yellow sun."
"It's just a stupid legend." There had been plenty of
those, after all. Anni was just latching onto that one
because of the recording. She was like that.
"But what if it's not?" Anni had pulled herself to her
feet and was looking down at Valfe, her face sharp and
intense. "Don't you ever wonder where we came from? All
of us, I mean."
"Oh, don't get all mystical on me, Anni."
"All right, well, what about him?" She gestured at the
crystal. "We can't just leave him there."
"He's not there. That's the floor." Valfe knew he was
being petulant, but he couldn't deal with the situation. He
was tired, and his leg was throbbing.
"Valfe."
"Anni, considering the possibility he even exists and
then that he isn't a nutter, do you really think he'd be
happy to know that his people have been locked up and
enslaved? That we're nearly extinct?"
"He deserves to know," Anni said simply. "Anyway, if
you don't go, I will."
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Valfe knew she was just saying that to get him riled up,
but the thought of Anni putting herself in danger like that
still made him queasy. "Anni. You are not going to the
Cylad Jungle, it's poisonous, and everything there wants to
eat you."
"Please, Val."
"Besides that, it's a two-day ride, and I don't have any
more money for fuel cells—"
"Val." Anni's eyes were wide, but her expression was
sharp and firm. "Please."
Valfe sighed. He didn't want to argue any more. He just
wanted to go bed. "All right, you know what? I'll think
about it. I have a cage fight tomorrow, and if I can make
enough money—"
"Oh no, Val, you said you wouldn't do those anymore!"
Valfe stood and began to limp to his bedroom. "Do you
want me to go rescue your prince or not? Anyway, I just
said I'd think about it."
It was a sign of how badly Annite really did want Valfe
to go that she agreed to allow him to fight the next day. He
knew she hated it, both for the fear that he would be badly
hurt, but also that he would be found out and carted away
to prison and she would never know what had happened
to him. But they had been low on money lately anyway,
and he had been planning on doing this for a while. The
haul from a successful bout would make the price of fuel
for a four day trip seem minuscule, and it would be more
than enough to support them for a few weeks.
He still wasn't entirely certain that he wanted to go to
the Cylin Jungles and awaken "Prince Daeshun," if he was
even there. He knew that Anni believed in what he said
with every part of her soul, but that belief was just another
way in which they were complete opposites. She wanted
to believe, and he … well, what was the point, really? It all
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sounded wonderful, of course. He would truly love to
believe it and hope for the future that Daeshun had
spoken of. A planet all their own.
But how could he possibly imagine such things? How
could Anni? Whenever he did, the dark walls of the city
and the cold seemed to close in around him, enveloping
him in darkness and things he would rather not think
about. It was easier to live without hope. Hoping only
reminded him of how very foolish he was to wish for
anything at all.
*~*~*
He slept fitfully the night before the fight, as he always
did. Several times he awoke with the feeling that a large
fist was aimed at his head or smashing into his teeth, and
when he did, he would jerk or cry out, or even lash out
with magic, which was dangerous. His leg was healing,
thankfully, only a dull throb of pain that he could easily
ignore, and by that morning he was able to walk on it
without any ill-effects.
They only had one mirror in the house—a scuffed, old
silver thing above the washbasin, and he never looked at it,
except when he was getting made up for fights. The better
someone looked, the more people bet on them, and the
more commission they got. He combed his hair, and Anni
put some powder in it to keep it out of his face. He washed
and put on tight leather pants and a top, although as per
the rules, his arms and head had to remain bare. He also
applied a thick black liner around his eyes, which did the
double-duty of protecting his eyes from sweat and making
him look more striking. He was handsome—or he would
have been if his nose hadn't been broken ages ago, before
he'd been reunited with Anni, who was able to fix those
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things. It had a strange dent in it even after her healing,
and it tilted off to one side, although Anni assured him that
he was the only one that noticed it.
Vanity aside, it had hurt quite a bit (and not the sharp,
mild pain he enjoyed), and he wasn't keen on it happening
again. Cage fighting was only preferable to whoring, and
delivering magic and potions for Anni, no matter how
dangerous it was, was certainly preferable to both. But it
wasn't nearly as profitable. "You'll do well," Anni promised
him, and he grimaced at his reflection.
"I still haven't promised you anything," he reminded
her. "We'll see how much I make, and whether or not I feel
like risking my life tomorrow."
"How's your leg?"
"It's fine." He knew Anni had wanted to look at it, but
magical healing left traces, and he didn't want anything to
give him away. He had bandaged it himself, and so far
there was no sign of infection. "I can take care of myself."
"I know."
*~*~*
It was properly dark when he left, with only the faint
stars and the harsh blue light of the streetlamps to light
the way. The lamps cast a wan light on the streets ahead of
him, not reaching to the high spires of the city above.
Gatar was situated over top of some of the last pure water
supplies on the planet, so it grew up instead of outwards.
High above lived the wealthy elite of Kolen, and below
lived the rabble. Valfe preferred it down there.
He went on foot, leaving his bike safely tucked away in
the abandoned garage across the alley. It was a flashy bike,
despite its decrepit state, and he had bought it on a whim
back when he was making good money fighting. He didn't
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feel like drawing attention to himself today, so a warm
synth-leather coat and heavy boots were his only
accessories.
It was a short walk to the arena, and an easy entry. He
was well-known there, and a popular pick. There were no
size classes, so small fighters like him were scarce. His
presence created controversy and encouraged bidding.
Some people liked to bid on the underdog. Even more liked
to see them fall.
It was crowded in the foyer, and he tensely made his
way past the throng of rowdy, drunken spectators at the
voting booths and vendors to the small station at the back
taking applicants.
A woman sat behind a scuffed silver desk, her dark hair
pulled tight away from her face and her eyes sharp. Valfe
thought he recognised her, and he hoped fretfully that he
wouldn't be asked to produce I.D. He didn't have any, of
course, and it was a great hindrance in a city where every
person was meticulously accounted for. The line crawled.
At last he was able to make his way up to the sharp-faced
woman.
"I'm fighting," he said. "Name Valgh, I've fought here
before." Valfe was a Vashra name.
"I.D.?" she asked, and his stomach churned.
"I didn't bring it," he said and then for good measure,
"I've fought before."
"Yes, I remember you." She rolled her eyes and glanced
over at the table of officials, a group of rich men and
women dressed in garish suits and chatting with one
another raucously. Valfe bit his tongue nervously. He was a
good fighter and usually drew a crowd and bets. It would
be worthwhile to have him. He knew the woman was
debating whether or not to bother interrupting them to
get their approval. She rolled her eyes again and glanced at
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Valfe before looking down at the glowing screen in front of
her. "Fine," she said, entering Valfe's name. "First fight at
22:00 sharp. Don't be late."
Valfe sighed, relieved. 22:00 meant he would have to
wait for a few hours, so he was glad he had come early.
The earlier he started fighting, the more rounds he could
get in and the more money he could make.
Once into the back rooms, he sat down on a weathered
bench, and, in an effort to keep his attention off of the
slew of large, half-naked men milling around him, began to
examine his gloves meticulously. They were a thin black
fabric, useless in terms of fighting but necessary to
disguise his use of magic, and they could luckily be passed
off as a fashion accessory. He had practised for years to get
to the point where he could channel it into punches and
kicks, use the force to beat opponents without it being
visible. It was never a sure shot, of course, and every time
he landed a punch or a kick he risked being exposed and
arrested. But it was the only way to survive.
He leaned back on the bench and closed his eyes,
hoping that he would be able to relax uninterrupted before
the fight. If he made a lot of money, he decided, he would
pick up some floss candy and bring it home to Anni. And if
he lost, well, she would just have to settle for his broken
body.
"Oi," a rough, guttural voice interrupted his reverie. He
opened his eyes find that a gang of four unsavory-looking
fighters had surrounded him. All of them were ridiculously
muscular, large, and dirty. It was the largest who had
spoken, and he continued on in the same monotonously
dumb voice. "Eyes on the little cocksucker here, aye?" he
said to his friends. "What you doing here, boy, come to
suck the winners' cocks?"
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"Wasn't planning on it," Valfe replied tersely, hoping
that they would find him uninteresting and leave.
"You're not here to fight." The man sputtered as if that
were the most ridiculous thing in the world. "Wimpy little
bloke like you? More likely someone's rentboy." His friends
chortled as if that were hilarious, and Valfe straightened,
adrenaline and anger suddenly coursing through his body.
"I am not a rentboy," he said sharply, and the man eyed
him.
"Sure y'are," he grinned. "You got that look."
It was all Valfe could do not to throw the man through
the lockers behind him. He knew exactly why he was so
angry, but that didn't help to slow the furious pumping of
rage through his veins. He didn't mind being called a
cocksucker (he was one, when the situation called for it),
but he knew exactly the "look" the man spoke of. It was
the desperate look of a man who no longer owned his
body, who sold his very being to keep himself alive. He had
seen that look in his own eyes every day of his life since he
was fifteen and for years after he had quit renting. He had
thought it was gone from his face, but apparently even a
low-life like this thug could recognise it. "I'm definitely
here to fight," he hissed. "Probably take you apart along
the way."
"Ha!" the man snorted. "Not likely."
"You want to bet on it?" He was both regretful and
relieved the moment the words tumbled from his mouth.
Some of the biggest money could be made betting with
other fighters, but he didn't have any money to lose. "I
beat you, you pay me two hundred credits."
"You won't even get to fight me, boy, I'm three tiers
up."
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"So the odds are in your favour." Valfe gulped, and his
voice hitched in his throat. "If I lose," he added, "I'll suck
your cock. Just like you said."
The man's cronies erupted in laughter, and he stared at
Valfe for a moment before breaking into a disgusting,
mostly toothless grin. "Deal," he said. "And that's for every
fight you lose." He paused while Valfe nodded, and then
announced, "I'm gonna have a good night tonight."
Then, before Valfe could react, he reached forward,
grasped Valfe's hair in his dirty fingers and shoved his face
downwards to rub it against his filthy crotch. Valfe gagged
and nearly spat on him, but that would likely start a fight,
and he didn't want to get thrown out.
"I'm called Kin," said the man, and he stalked off with
his gang, calling back over his shoulder in a threateningly
sarcastic tone, "Good luck out there."
Valfe leaned forward and spat on the ground, then
wiped his mouth furiously on the back of his glove. He
groaned silently and leaned back once again. This was
either going to turn out very well, or very badly.
*~*~*
A few hours later found him escorted through the
crowd of onlookers towards the rusted metal cage in the
centre of the room. Only a few thin ropes and some
threatening guards divided the line between him and the
drunken rabble. The sea of red faces and jeering grins
mashed together, making him sick when he looked for too
long. He focused his eyes on the cage ahead. It was small,
barely five paces from end to end, and the thick metal bars
offered no escape. The only way to leave the cage was to
win or to be carried out unconscious.

25

J.K . Pendragon

He was stopped momentarily, and an ultra-red scanner
was passed over his body, searching for weapons or metal
concealed in his boots and gloves. Then he was herded up
into the cage, the lights hot above him. The noise of the
crowd increased when his name was called out. His
opponent's name was Khash, and he was a typical Koleni—
stocky, with sharp features and olive skin. He also looked
mean. His head was bald and covered in scars, and
compared to his nose, Valfe's was flawless.
Valfe took a deep breath as the bars were locked
behind him—it was too late to turn back—then the timer
sounded and the fight began. Khash lunged at him
immediately, obviously expecting it to be a quick fight.
Valfe didn't respond right away; if he dodged too quickly,
his opponent would notice and change his trajectory. He
had to wait until the exact right moment … there! He could
feel the heat from Khash's body, smell his sharp, rancid
sweat, but he dodged, lunging to the side just as Khash
reached him, so that they both slammed into the bars on
adjacent walls of the cage.
The crowd gasped, Khash growled, and Valfe took a
deep breath and readied himself to fight. When Khash
came at him again, he threw an arm up and blocked,
reinforcing his arm with magic, lest it be broken in two.
Khash's eyes widened when he realized that his attack had
done little damage, but he barely flinched before throwing
an equally powerful blow with his left fist. Valfe dodged
that one.
Magical power could only do so much—he had to use
his size and speed to his advantage too. Still, he should try
to get it over with as quickly as possible. He dodged and
blocked a few more blows, slowly lowering his centre of
gravity as he did so, which caused Khash to lean over him,
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punch downwards, and expose his stomach. And it meant
that the audience could see very little of Valfe.
He withdrew his fist and concentrated on channelling
his magic, drawing it inwards to coat his fist tightly, making
it as invisible as possible. His fist itched and then went
numb. It was difficult to hold it back, but he did, building
the energy up as best he could. It was as if a strong elastic
cable were pulling his arm, his entire force, towards the
meaty target of Khash's stomach.
He blocked once more with his left arm and then let go.
With his teeth and fists clenched, he plunged his fist into
Khash's stomach. He felt Khash buckle around him, heard
the small pained gasp as the wind left his body. He held his
fist in place for as long as possible, then drew it away as he
felt Khash falling backwards, and delivered another
unaided blow to his face. He felt a crack under his hand
and flinched. Blood trickled from Khash's nose, and Valfe
hoped fervently that he hadn't harmed him too badly.
Then he berated himself for caring so much—obviously
had Khash won, he wouldn't have felt the same concern
for Valfe.
He turned away as Khash fell to the floor and crossed
his arms, unwilling to watch as the referee counted him
out. He felt he might nearly be sick. He had forgotten how
much he hated this. He had gotten soft, he supposed, but
he didn't care. Being poor with Anni was far better than
doing this and being rich. And she hadn't wanted him to do
it anyway. She had been right.
He'd changed his mind. If he didn't make enough
money from the fight to get him to the Cylin Jungles and
back, they would just find another way to make enough.
He just wanted to be home.
The moment the cage doors opened, he left. A quick
pit-stop to collect his coat and winnings at the front desk,
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and then he was off. He fingered through the credits as he
left and deemed that they would be enough. Good. Anni
would be happy. The wind picked up, cold, with little spits
of acid in it that made him pull his collar up to protect
himself, and he walked quicker.
A minor annoyance presented itself as he neared his
alleyway. A gaggle of of Koleni Force loitered around the
entrance, their silver military uniforms gleaming and their
helmeted faces uncanny under the streetlamps. He tsked
and turned into another alley, anxious to get home, but
not anxious enough to get stopped for questioning. A
spark of unease caught in his stomach, and he began to
worry about Anni. Of course it was stupid to think that
they had caught her, or that they'd even known where to
look, but … he picked up his pace a little, turning into
another, smaller alley, and climbed a fire escape over a
dumpster.
Then the entrance to their house came into view and
he swore out loud. It was surrounded by Koleni forces.
Three transports sat parked outside of the entrance, their
lights flashing a warning, and smoke drifted lazily up from
the doorway.
He felt like his insides were tearing themselves apart.
He wanted to scream. He had never felt such fear and
hatred. Anni … if they've killed her … He saw white and
then acted completely without thinking.
He threw himself at the men so quickly that even his
bloody scream did not alert them to his sudden attack.
With two sharp strokes, he shot scythes of black magic at
the first two, divesting them of their helmeted heads. The
other two looked up in surprise before the scythes made
their way back in a deadly swoop and shot through their
bodies as well. All four crumpled to the ground, lifeless.
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Valfe drew the scythes back into his arms and then
stopped momentarily as he realized that the passage down
into their flat was lit by a strange unearthly glow—green
lights. That meant two things: one, the Koleni had already
been inside, and two, he wasn't able to use magic. If he
went down and the men on the main road came to
investigate, he'd be trapped.
His fear and distress rising steadily, he checked the
transports, but Anni wasn't in them. There was no sign of
her at all. He hissed and turned away, surveying the bodies
on the ground. They hadn't needed to die, he realized with
a pang of guilt. Anni was already gone. He had never killed
a Koleni for any reason besides self-defence before, but he
couldn't bring himself to feel sorry. He'd seen too many
Vashra murdered by Koleni in cold blood for resisting arrest.
He had to calm down; he had to think. He stood still for a
moment, forcing his emotions down. He had to leave
quickly, before the others noticed his handiwork.
A quiet ding sounded from the pocket of his coat. He
had forgotten his scanner. He whipped it out, observing
the blue light that indicated himself, and several green
lights indicating the Koleni gathered down the alley. A few
were heading towards him, probably alerted by his
screaming. He had to leave quickly. But neither of the
coloured lights had caused the noise on the machine; it
was a small white light, flashing serenely. The crystal.
The scanner indicated that it was somewhere close. On
one of the men, perhaps? He grabbed the closest one and
began searching before he remembered that his magic was
good for a little bit more than just destruction. He closed
his eyes and visualized the crystal. Immediately it jumped
out in his mind, tucked in the breast pocket of one of the
headless men. He grabbed the body, ripped its shirt open,
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and drew the crystal out. It was glowing faintly, and he
could feel Anni's energy within. She had left him a message.
There was no time to watch it. The Koleni were coming.
He hissed again and then shot across the narrow alleyway
to the door where his bike was stored. Luckily the men
hadn't thought to look for it. He heard a yell as he started
it up and knew his victims had likely been spotted. With his
heart pounding and his stomach in painful knots, he shot
out of the garage, past the uniformed men who yelled at
him to freeze, past their flashing lights and sleek transports,
and into the glow of traffic.
He didn't stop until he was nearly at the Koleni border,
under a small abandoned bridge next to a smoking acid
river. He remembered Anni telling him that all the rivers
had been full of water, drinkable without needing to be
treated, before the ground was poisoned, and he
wondered if Daeshun's planet had been the same. Then he
banished such idiotic thoughts and broke into an
abandoned supply shop for shelter until morning.
It took a little effort to extract the message from the
crystal, and when he finished, Anni's figure appeared,
spectral before him. She was hunched over and looked
frightened.
"Valfe, I hope this finds you. They're outside now. I
don't know how they found us, but I'm sorry. I've blocked
the doors, but I think they're going to smoke me out. I
don't know how much longer I have, but I need you to
listen to me.
We both know where they're going to take me. If they
don't …" She flinched. "If they don't kill me, they'll take me
to the prison. Val, I know you're going to want to come
after me, but you can't. Not alone. You're not strong
enough. Daeshun is …"
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"No, he's not!" Valfe screamed at the projection. "He
doesn't even exist, you—" He stopped because Anni was
still talking, and he didn't know how to replay the message.
"I know you don't believe that he is who he says he is,
or that he can help, but—" Anni looked away, frightened,
and then turned back to look in Valfe's direction, "I do. And
he's our only chance. The coordinates are programmed
into your scanner. Please go, Valfe. I … I hope I can talk to
you again."
The hologram flickered and disappeared, and then
there was nothing but the cold and dark, and the acid rain
on the roof.
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"Please come. Nemaida awaits us and the great return
is at hand."
Daeshun gestured, and the crystal went dark, his
recording saved within. He glanced out the entrance of the
cave and sighed, choking back yet another sob. The blue
sun was setting, and the jungle outside was beginning to
come alive. He didn't want to do this. He was so very afraid.
But he didn't have a choice.
He picked up the crystal, turning it over in his hands
and feeling its weight. Then he walked towards the
entrance of the cave and out onto the precipice. The
strange jungle stretched away in front of him, peaceful, but
full of movement. A few vines swayed in the wind, as if
reaching for him. There had been jungles on Nemaida, but
nothing like these. Everything about Gatar was strange and
foreign, from the light that made his skin blue to the
strange living plants and icy sun. He wanted to go back to
Nemaida, but he knew that its surface would be covered in
fire and lava, its five hundred year Canthra barely begun.
If all goes as planned, I will get to see it again, he
reminded himself. He had never thought to hope that he
would, and it was some small light in the darkness of the
past few days. His family slaughtered, his people embroiled
in a war, for what? A petty land dispute. Who were these
Gatari, so warlike and fearful of strangers that they would
leap to murder before peaceful discourse? Were his people
even safe here, among such heathens? Perhaps if
Daeshun's father were still alive he would elect to leave, to
find a safer home. But Deasun was not his father, and he

33

J.K . Pendragon

did not think he had the strength or the bravery to take his
people anywhere but home.
He was confident the Vashra would survive. They were
an ancient people, and they had endured many
tribulations, although none as severe as this. Nemaida, its
motives unknown, had chosen to begin The Canthra early,
before the royal family had finished creating vessels for the
exodus. As a result, the great majority of its people had
died, and few had escaped.
That was years ago, and despite the great tragedy, his
people had endured. They had found a planet and made
peace with the natives—or so they had thought—and they
had settled down to endure.
But then … Oh, was there any use thinking about it
again? The past few days he had driven himself mad
reliving those moments; the last time he had seen his
father, the screams from inside the tents. It had been his
brother's birthday, and they had set up a simple but
elegant affair for him, nothing like the ones back on
Nemaida … but it had been lovely. Tents warmed with the
serene glow of magic lights and the whisper of the trees
around the fires as the people danced.
Daeshun had stepped outside of the tents with one of
the elders to retrieve his gift for his brother when he had
heard the screaming. The elder, his name had been
Makaneth, had gone to investigate, and had dragged
himself back with a hole in his chest and wild tears in his
eyes.
"Your family, Daeshun. I'm sorry, but the Acenian
ambassadors, they've—no, Daeshun, it is too late.
Daeshun, no!"
But Daeshun hadn't listened. He ran back to the tent
and saw the bodies, and how he wished that he had not. If
he hadn't seen their mangled bodies, he could have still
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believed that they were alive. He could have stemmed the
emptiness in his chest. And the Acenian ambassadors had
seen him and shot after him. How he escaped, he didn't
know. He had ran and ran, the fear and despair feeding
him, until he was far from the camp. He had fallen to the
ground and sobbed into the night, no longer caring if they
overtook him and killed him too.
But he knew that he must not allow that to happen.
For the good of his people, he must survive. And this was
the only way. The safest way. He had done his best to
explain to the crystal, and all that was left was a few more
simple spells. One to embed his current location into the
crystal, another that would activate it in four hundred and
ninety-seven years and send out a signal that could only be
read by a Vashra. He performed the spells, and then,
cupping his palms around the sparkling stone, whispered
directions to it.
"Please find me," he whispered, although he knew no
one would hear. "Please take me home."
The stone began to glow white, increasing in brightness
until he could not look directly at it. In a burst of magic
that seared his fingertips, it shot away into the night sky.
He stared after it and then at the strange stars that
peppered the sky. Was one of them Nemaida? No, they
were too far away. He turned and went back into the cave.
He felt confident he would be safe there. Deep in the
jungle, where no one would find him unless they knew
where to look.
He trekked deeper, until he was in utter darkness. The
cave was at the base of a tall volcano, and the stone walls
were rough and pitted under his fingertips. He held a palm
up and summoned a yellow fire to see by. The light was
warm and reminded him of Nemaida. He stared at it and

35

J.K . Pendragon

let himself cry. After all, there was no one to be strong for
any more.
At last he came to a suitable cavern. He blinked away
tears and wiped his face on his once-white sleeve. Then he
got to work creating a stasis spell. It would take the form of
a crystal dome in which he would be preserved, asleep and
hopefully dreamless, for the length of his choosing. It was
a powerful spell and would drain him utterly, nearly to
death. Only the royal family had magic powerful enough to
work such strong spells. He wished he had been powerful
enough to protect all his people.
When the base was complete, he climbed up onto the
smooth flat surface and lay down, staring at the darkness
above him. Then he lifted his arms and completed the
dome until he was entirely encased.
"I might lie here forever," he said aloud. "I hope I
haven't forgotten anything."
He closed his eyes, took one last breath, and finished
the spell. Perhaps dreams wouldn't be too bad, if he
dreamed of Nemaida.
*~*~*
Valfe screamed, his voice hoarse, as he sent yet
another swath of magic at an attacking vine. He shot
sideways to avoid the splash of acidic entrails and fell hard
on the moist ground. Immediately some vile liquid began
to soak through his trousers, but he didn't care. He had
been following the locator through the poisoned jungles
for two days, barely sleeping, always at the very end of his
magical strength.
He had known it would be a difficult journey, but he
had had no idea how dangerous the jungle really was.
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As far as he was aware, the ground poison hadn't had
this effect on any other part of Gatar. The rest of the planet
was desert and wasteland, the only safe and edible plants
the ones growing in the greenhouses of Koleni. Being
surrounded by living plants in an uncontrolled
environment was uncomfortable enough for him without
them being mutated and aggressive. He wondered if the
jungle had always been alive or if the poison had done it.
Whatever the case, it meant that he had to always stay on
the alert against attacking vines, carnivorous plants, and
the mysterious creatures that shrieked in the distance and
lurked in the shadows at night.
He sat for a moment, contemplating giving up, before
standing again and reserving his magic as best he could. He
was close, according to the scanner, and giving up at this
point simply wasn't an option. He couldn't die out here. If
he had been planning to die, he would have just gone to
the camp and staged a suicide mission to save Anni. And
she was right; it would definitely have failed. This was his
only chance. An insane prince under a stasis spell in the
middle of a poisonous, mutated jungle. And he didn't even
know if he would actually be there, or if his story was true.
He growled under his breath and continued on. He was
nearing the base of the volcano, if the gradual incline of
the swampy ground was anything to go by. Eventually the
ground became less marshy and more rocky, and jagged
boulders jutted from the ground. The steady beeping of
the scanner gradually grew more and more urgent, and he
quickened his pace, his breath coming shorter as the
upward hill became more of a climb. His boots slipped on
the acid slime that dripped from the treetops, and the
vines reached towards him, threatening to ensnare him.
He warded them off with small bursts of magic.
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Finally he pulled himself up over a particularly jagged
outcrop of rock and found himself face to face with a wall
of wild growth. It was peppered with small blue flowers
that Valfe didn't trust, and it was dense enough that he
couldn't see whether or not it hid another wall of rock or
something else entirely. Tentatively, he placed a gloved
hand on a benign-looking patch of growth and allowed the
tendrils of his magic to creep inwards, searching.
It wasn't a rock face. The plants were growing down,
like a dense curtain, and if he blasted through ...
He did so, rashly, and was rewarded with immediate lightheadedness. Time to rest a bit. He squeezed himself
through the vines, taking care not to touch any, and found
himself in a dark tunnel. A few steps brought him away
from the dampness of the jungle and onto dry, dusty
ground. He stumbled up against a wall and slid down,
grateful to be able to drop his guard for once. He sighed
and closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the cool
rock. His leg ached, the wound throbbing against the tight
bandages. It was probably infected. P'tesh.
He sat for what felt like far too long and nearly fell
asleep until the constant beeping of the scanner roused
him. He was close. He took a few deep breaths and
concentrated on building up his reserves of magic. After all,
he didn't know what kind of magic he would have to use to
wake the prince from his stasis spell or if he would even be
able to. No, he couldn't think like that. He needed this to
work. For Anni.
He felt a wave of sickening dread at the thought of her
imprisoned and immediately roused himself, positioning
the scanner ahead of him. He flicked a small switch on the
base of it, so that it gave him a dim stream of light. If his
magic wasn't black, he could have used it for light. He
vaguely remembered that it hadn't been black as a child,
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but found he couldn't remember what colour it had been.
Perhaps a pale green? Ah well, not important.
His boots echoed softly along the corridor as he walked.
It was much deeper than he had anticipated, but he
supposed the prince had wanted to find a safe hiding
space. He sighed and tried not to think about how unlikely
it was that he would actually find him, never mind that he
was a prince from another planet. At the moment,
Daeshun was his only hope.
At last Valfe turned a corner, and the scanner showed
the blue light intersecting with the white. He recognised
what he was looking for instantly. A large, rounded shape
laid in the corner of the room, covered in layers of dust
and dirt. Cautiously, Valfe stepped forward and ran a hand
over the surface. The caked dirt gave way to reveal an
opaque, glassy surface. It reflected the light from the
scanner in a strange, smoky way, and gleaming chips
sparkled within. Valfe stood, looking at it for a moment,
and then began to search all over for an opening, but he
found nothing. It was completely smooth and sealed.
His gloves were caked with dirt. He stared at his palms
for a moment and then berated himself for being so stupid.
The prince wouldn't have wanted just any Koleni to be able
to rouse him. It would have to be a Vashra. Hurriedly, he
removed his gloves, and then he pressed both palms to the
smooth surface. Immediately, thin veins of glowing white
shot up the glassy surface to tingle under his hands. He felt
pinpricks in his fingers and stepped back automatically,
startled. His blood trailed down the glassy surface in
strange patterns and was absorbed into the smoke. A few
moments later, the surface gave way, melting away to
nothing.
The smoke from within dissipated slowly, lit by a faint
white glow from below. Gradually, a prone figure became
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visible, clothed all in white. Valfe recognised him. It was
the man from the recording.
He was there. He was really there. Valfe wasn't sure if
he was who he said he was, or if he was even really five
hundred years old, but at least he hadn't come all that way
for nothing. He swallowed and leaned forward to observe
him. Damn if he wasn't gorgeous. Everything about his face
was elegant and flawless, down to the smooth softness of
his lips, which were parted slightly in sleep. His blond hair
was short and slightly mussed, the delicate arch of his
eyebrows a few shades lighter. His eyes were deep-set and
slanted, tipped with pale lashes, and his nose was straight
and perfect.
Valfe realised he was staring and jerked back as
Daeshun's eyes fluttered. They opened, revealing pale
crystal-blue irises, and he looked confused for a moment
before a look of deep, heartbreaking sadness crossed his
gaze. He closed his eyes once again, then opened them
and looked at Valfe.
"Who are you?" he asked, sitting up stiffly. His gaze
never left Valfe's.
"I—" Valfe's voice was strangely dry. "I'm Valfe."
Daeshun looked confused again. "I dreamed of …" he
looked confused for a moment, then shook his head,
turning to look at Valfe again. "Are you … Vashra?" His
voice had that strange, archaic lilt to it, but Valfe was
relieved that they could communicate.
"Yes," he responded, guessing the cause of Daeshun's
confusion. "I don't look it. I'm only half."
"You have magic?" queried Daeshun, still looking
worried.
Valfe nodded.
Daeshun echoed the nod, and then he sat very still for
a moment, his expression suggesting that he was thinking
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very quickly. "I have so many questions," he said finally. "I
don't know where to begin."
Valfe felt a sudden pang in his chest, as he realised that
he was going to have to be the one to explain to Daeshun
what had happened to his people. That was if Daeshun
didn't turn out to be a complete nutter. Which was still
fully possible.
"We should—" he began before a noise interrupted
him. It was a high, whirring sound, and Valfe recognised it
immediately. He swore loudly, and Daeshun looked at him
in fear and confusion.
"Did you come alone?" he asked.
"Yes," growled Valfe. "At least, I thought I did."
The noise was a Koleni transport, he knew it. How the
Koleni had found them, or had known what to look for, he
didn't know, but if they found Daeshun, it would be all over.
"Come on, prince." He grabbed Daeshun's hand and
dragged him off of the crystal bed. "We've got to get out
of here, now."
"Aren't you going to explain anything?" said Daeshun
crossly as they flew out into the hallway.
"What do you want to know?" Valfe's grip was tight on
Daeshun's arm as he dragged them through the dark caves
towards the entrance. They had to get out before the
Koleni arrived, had to kill them before they could use their
greenlights. Presumably the greenlights would work just as
well on Daeshun as any other Vashra. They would be taken
to the prison, and they would never get out.
No one ever got out.
"Why did you come alone? And who are we running
from?"
"Koleni," barked Valfe as they reached the entrance,
and he shook his head when Daeshun showed only
confusion. "They're the enemy. Stay here."
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"Koleni," repeated Daeshun, his breath short. "Are we
still at war?"
Valfe shook his head. "No—I mean, I don't know. Just
hold on."
He gestured for Daeshun to stand against the wall and
cautiously peered out from the safety of the vines. The
noise of the transport was high and keening, and the
jungle foliage swayed and trembled under the heavy wind
of the descending transport. It was a large one, and
probably full to the brim with Koleni. Damn it, how had
they found him?
"If they catch us we're dead," Valfe hissed, "We'll have
to make a run for the jungle."
"Can we make it in time?" Daeshun was breathing
heavily and his eyes were alight with fear, but he seemed
collected enough. "Won't they come after us?"
"It's too dense for the transport, and it's dangerous
without magic, they won't make it. Actually, we might not
make it either." Valfe glanced at Daeshun. "Can you fight?"
Daeshun's eyes went even wider, and he shook his
head. "No. But … I'll be all right."
"All right, we'll have to run. If they shoot at you, keep
running. And if they shine a green light on you, you won't
be able to use your magic."
"They have greenlights?!" gasped Daeshun, but Valfe
didn't have time to wonder how he knew about those.
"Let's go, now!"
They ran just as the transport hit the ground and
several soldiers leapt out. They were holding guns, but
thankfully Valfe didn't see any greenlights; it was a bright
night, and they likely wouldn't work from a distance. He
heard Daeshun scream, and he turned in time to see him
accosted by a Koleni. Valfe sent a scythe of black magic at
the man's head, and Daeshun ducked just in time for it to
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slice through the man's torso, cutting him clean in half.
Blood splattered, some of it hitting Daeshun, and he stood
frozen, staring at the body in utter horror.
"You killed him!" he gasped at Valfe, and then Valfe
grabbed his arm and they were running again. He could tell
the men were shooting at them from the noises of lasers
and explosions on the ground behind them, but none hit
them. One exploded hot behind his heel, and he nearly
panicked. But they were close to the jungle, nearly away
from one danger and right into the next.
"Don't touch anything," he warned Daeshun with the
last of his breath, and then they jumped down into the
dense, poisonous foliage, out of sight of the Koleni.
A vine grasped at him, its poisonous juice acidic and
painful, and began to wrap itself around his arm. He ripped
it off with a combination of magic and adrenaline-fuelled
strength and continued running. He heard Daeshun beside
him but didn't bother checking to see if he was all right.
Terror had gripped him, and he no longer thought of
anything but getting as far away from the Koleni as
possible.
Unfortunately, this meant that he wasn't paying any
attention to where he was going, and they soon found
themselves surrounded by dripping, clawing leaves and
twining vines, and he heard the growl of something
terrible and hungry.
Daeshun had, against all odds, managed to follow him,
and Valfe turned to look at him. He was staring at Valfe in
fear and shock, his breath heavy and his eyes glazed.
"What is this place?" he asked, his voice shaking.
"What happened to the jungle?"
"Poison," gasped Valfe. "The ground was poisoned,
most of it's dead, but the jungle mutated. Don't let them
touch you!"
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Daeshun dodged as a vine shot at him once again and
then stared as it retreated amongst the branches of a large,
twisting tree. There was a groaning noise, and then the
tree began to rise, the vines that encircled it and moving
like snakes.
"What's going on? Valfe?"
"It's carnivorous," said Valfe. He was trying to find the
reserves of his magic, panicking when he realized there
were none left. "The trees are alive, and they eat things.
People."
"Can't you do something?"
"I—" Valfe attempted to draw on his magic, but then
he gasped and nearly doubled over with fatigue. "I can't,
I've used too much magic, I can't possibly fight that. I'm
sorry …" Damn it all, they were going to die! After all
that …
"It's all right," replied Daeshun, and his voice was
strangely calm. "You don't need to."
He straightened, and Valfe thought he looked different
suddenly, older and otherworldly. A cool white light
emanated from him, and he opened his mouth to speak in
words that Valfe felt he ought to understand but couldn't.
His voice had a strange quality to it, as if it came from
some place much deeper than his lungs, and the light
spread from him to touch the grasping vines. They reached
for him once again, but this time they were tentative,
resting against his palms, as if communing. Daeshun's eyes
were closed and he was silent. A look of pain crossed his
face, and the tree groaned. Daeshun reached out, ran his
hands over the soft, pulsing vines, and his lips whispered
an echoing lullaby.
Valfe didn't know how long they stayed like that. It felt
as if everything else had ceased to exist, as if the world
inside this light was far more real than anything else. The
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glow slowly faded, and Daeshun was standing on the forest
floor again. The trees and vines were silent and retreating,
leaving them in a quiet, peaceful clearing.
"It's sick." Daeshun's voice broke the quiet spell, and
he looked at Valfe. "The planet is sick. What's happened?"
"I told you," said Valfe, his voice barely above a whisper.
"We poisoned it … radiation, I think. What … what did you
just do?"
Daeshun cocked his head, as if it were a strange
question. "I spoke to it," he said. "It was sad and afraid.
Don't the Vashra speak to the planet anymore?"
"We used to," said Valfe. "We thought it was dead."
"It is," said Daeshun. "Nearly. How … how much time
does it have left?"
A chill shot through Valfe. "What do you mean?"
"The planet. It's dying. How much time does it have
left?"
Valfe didn't want to think about that. "We should keep
moving," he said. "We can talk about it when we've found
shelter."
They walked for what seemed like an eternity. Valfe's
legs were cramping, his wound throbbing, and his energy
nearly drained. He had to rest soon. He tried to focus on
something else, to think about what he'd just seen
Daeshun do. In the space of a few seconds, he'd used more
magic than Valfe had ever seen in a Vashra. Only the Elders
had been able to use such magic, and that was after
meditating for days. If only Anni could have seen it. Valfe
wasn't sure if he believed Daeshun's story, but it was
obvious at least that he was very powerful.
He tripped over a root and realised that if he went
much longer he was probably going to fall onto something
poisonous and kill himself. "We should find a shelter," he
said. "I think we're fairly safe now."
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Daeshun jerked his head up, as if he had forgotten
Valfe was there, and nodded. "I can make a shelter," he
said quietly. "Just give me a moment."
Valfe watched as Daeshun used magic to construct a
small, simple shelter around them. It was pure white and
smooth, and it curved around them so that they were
completely encased. Only a slight glow from the roof
illuminated them. All sound and light from the outside was
cut off. It was immensely peaceful.
Daeshun sat heavily on the smooth floor and drew a
long, deep breath. "Do you have any food?"
Valfe nodded and pulled some of the rations he had
bought before leaving Koleni from his pocket. They were
thin, condensed sheets of food, the lowest and simplest
form of sustenance available in the city, and the only food
that Valfe ever ate these days. He sat and passed one to
Daeshun, who stared at it warily.
"It's food," said Valfe. "Go ahead."
Daeshun nodded and closed his eyes. "We thank the
planet for its gift and wish that its generosity will be
continued …" he began, and Valfe joined in automatically,
"… May the Vashra continue on in harmony. May there be
love and birth and death. May we always return home."
Daeshun looked up as they finished together, and his
face broke into the first smile that Valfe had seen from him.
It transformed his whole face, and Valfe had never seen
anything more brilliant. "You still say the prayers?" he
asked, elated.
Valfe nodded and bit into his food. "When no one is
watching."
Daeshun's face fell, and he looked at Valfe seriously.
"What happened, Valfe? You're so afraid of those people,
the ... Koleni. Was there a war?"
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"Not really," sighed Valfe. "More like an
extermination."
"How long ago?"
"Eleven years."
"That recently?" Daeshun looked relieved. "So the
Vashra survived the war between the Acenians and the
Kara?"
"I don't know," admitted Valfe. "They must have,
because we're still around."
"And what happened then?"
Valfe scoffed. "How should I know? It was five hundred
years ago, wasn't it?"
"You didn't learn in school?"
"I didn't go to school, it's only for Koleni. Anyway,
school's just for maths and sciences. I guess history's no
good to a dying planet."
"You didn't learn anything?"
"The elders tell legends … or they did."
"What happened? To the Vashra? The Elders?"
Valfe took another bite, mulling over how to explain
everything to Daeshun when he didn't even know the
whole truth himself. And he wasn't sure he trusted
Daeshun yet anyway. "They're not dead," he said, hoping
the news would soften the look of fear on Daeshun's face.
"They're imprisoned. They … the Koleni were so distrustful
of us, for so long. Magic was illegal. Gathering together
was illegal, marriage to Koleni was illegal." This was hard to
talk about, the childhood memories he tried so hard to
forget. Part of him hated Daeshun for dredging it all up.
"And then they invented the greenlights and they suddenly
had a way to control us … Which," he looked at Daeshun,
suddenly remembering his confusion from earlier, "by the
way, if you're actually five hundred years old, you couldn't
possibly know about greenlights."
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Daeshun looked shocked. "What, you mean you don't
believe that I'm telling the truth?"
Valfe shook his head. He kept forgetting that he didn't
believe Daeshun and then being brought back to reality by
his own logic. "How could you possibly know about
greenlights if you are? They were only invented recently.
That's how the Koleni were able to imprison us."
"Well, you're being ridiculous," said Daeshun, a note of
panic in his voice. "You have to believe me. Greenlights
have been used for millennia to suppress magic. Just
because the Koleni "invented" them doesn't mean they
couldn't have been discovered or invented sometime in
the past." He paused and took another bite, seeming to
calm down a little. "Why don't you believe me, though, is
what I really want to know? What possible reason could
you have to distrust me? I am Daeshun Val Aneris Cashe,
the last of the royal line." He said the name with such
import that Valfe almost laughed. "Don't you know about
me?"
"We don't know any of our history, remember?" sighed
Valfe. "Nothing but legends, anyway. And even if we did,
you really think we'd believe a legend about us being from
another planet?" He took another bite of his meal and
narrowed his eyes at Daeshun.
"I don't … what?" Daeshun looked flabbergasted. "Valfe,
we're—we're all from a different planet, originally. Every
single one of us, human beings originated on a planet
called Earth, but that's very ancient history. You're certain
the elders never taught you this?
"Nope." Valfe could feel his features sliding into a look
of sceptical amusement. "Who taught you that?"
"My tutors back on Nemaida," Daeshun was staring at
Valfe, his meal forgotten. "You really don't know? What … I
mean, where do you think everyone on this planet
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originally came from? Human beings didn't begin on this
planet, Valfe, they can't have. If this planet has been
poisoned by radiation, it's because its ecosystems couldn't
handle the addition of technology, or that the technology
was introduced in an inept and unsustainable way, you …"
he stared at Valfe's blank face. "You have no idea what I'm
saying, do you?"
"Not a clue," admitted Valfe. He didn't much like being
made to feel stupid, and Daeshun was doing just that. "But
I'll tell you this, you sound crazy. Also, you have a boner."
"I—" Daeshun looked down, and then his face turned a
very bright shade of fuchsia. "I—oh." He moved his hand,
attempting to conceal the obvious in vain.
Valfe raised an eyebrow, hoping that his expression
disguised the sudden excitement he felt at the sight. This
was good. Maybe things could go his way.
"I—it happens when I'm in a dangerous situation, all
right?" snapped Daeshun. "Adrenaline or something, you
don't need to point it out!"
"No, you're doing that all by yourself." Valfe couldn't
help but laugh. "You know, I can help you with that." The
words came out automatically, before he could think about
it. He knew exactly what he was doing. He didn't want to
have sex with Daeshun. He was exhausted, and he didn't
trust him. But Daeshun was powerful, and he could help
him, and damned if Valfe had ever been able to get
anything out of a man without seducing him.
Daeshun's face went an even brighter shade of pink.
"Why would you do that?"
"I don't know," lied Valfe. "Why not? Excitement gets
me horny too."
"I—" Daeshun stammered, "I've never …"
"Never?" Valfe frowned. Great, seducing an innocent
child. He was sinking lower and lower. "How old are you?"
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"Eighteen."
"You're not married?" Valfe got to his knees and
crawled towards Daeshun, positioning himself next to him,
and leaned back against the smooth coolness of the wall.
Daeshun shook his head. "No, I, um … I don't like
women."
"Neither do I," laughed Valfe bitterly, "but they still
married me off when I was twelve."
"Well, you're not a prince," Daeshun reminded him. "I
have—had …" He stopped short, as if the air had suddenly
left his lungs, "… several older brothers and sisters. It
wasn't a priority."
"I'm sorry," said Valfe. His mind was split down the
middle. Part of him felt sorry, wanted to take Daeshun into
his arms and let him rest there, safe for a moment. But he
couldn't. His instincts wouldn't let him.
Daeshun shook his head and took a deep, shaky breath.
Then he looked up at Valfe. "What about your wife? Is she
still alive?"
"Yeah." Valfe looked away from Daeshun, staring at the
blank wall, and pushing down the panic that always welled
up when he thought of Anni. "We were separated for a
long time after the arrests started. Both of us were in
hiding. But we found each other a little while ago. She's
the one who tracked your crystal …"
"Oh, I thought you didn't seem like the type," said
Daeshun, and Valfe cringed a little. Why did Daeshun have
to make him feel so stupid? "So where is she?"
"Gone," said Valfe shortly. "She was captured. I don't
know how they found us. Same way they found you, I
guess. But that's why I'm here." He looked up at Daeshun
again, raised an eyebrow. "Whether or not you're crazy,
she was right. You're powerful. And you're gonna help me
break her out of there."
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He shifted, and leaned closer, drawing Daeshun's eyes
to his face, his lips. It was second nature. Maybe Valfe
didn't know much, but he knew how to seduce a man. A
little voice in his head told him he shouldn't be doing this.
Didn't need to. Daeshun was already on his side. But Valfe
couldn't be sure of that, and, as much as he hated it, the
only way he knew how to control men was through sex. He
would be stupid to pass up the opportunity.
Daeshun was making a valiant effort to ignore Valfe's
advances, but Valfe could see the desire, in his face and in
his trousers. "How many?" Daeshun asked. "In the prison."
"I don't know," breathed Valfe. He wished Daeshun
would stop talking about it. "At least a thousand."
"That's all?"
Valfe nodded. "I think that's all there is. Plus a few in
hiding on the outside." His face was very close to
Daeshun's, the words almost meaningless. Daeshun was
staring at Valfe's mouth, no longer feigning indifference.
Valfe lifted a hand and slid it up Daeshun's thigh to the
still-firm bulge of his cock.
Daeshun gave a slow gasp, and his hips rolled so that
the warm bulged pressed into Valfe's hand. "Well, I'm
going to rescue them," he said. "Take them back to
Nemaida."
"I don't care what you do," said Valfe, fumbling with
the strange clasp on Daeshun's trousers, "or who you are. I
just want to get Anni out." And I'll do anything to make you
help me …
He almost stopped then, a spark of guilt shooting
through him. Wasn't he better than this? But then
Daeshun spoke.
"We have a common end, then," he said, and Valfe
wondered if he knew that he was being used. Wondered if
he cared, or if he was so beyond caring that it didn't matter.
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Valfe reached into Daeshun's pants and pulled out his
cock, hard and throbbing under his hand. "I hope we will,"
he whispered, ducking his head to Daeshun's neck.
Daeshun laughed, and Valfe stroked his hand along his
length appreciatively. Daeshun gasped in response, and his
hips bucked. An old, very crude Vashra curse escaped his
lips, and Valfe grinned.
"That's quite the language for a prince," he chided, and
Daeshun groaned loudly.
"Just don't stop."
Valfe chuckled and trailed his teeth along the soft skin
of Daeshun's neck. His scent was light and intoxicating, and
he tasted like nothing Valfe had ever tasted before, except
perhaps in a long-forgotten dream. He pumped his hand
over Daeshun's cock, moving in tandem with the thrusts of
his hips.
Daeshun's mouth was open, and he turned his head,
his dazed eyes locking with Valfe's. Then he moved forward
and their lips met. He tasted like desire, and Valfe felt his
body moving with need as well. He tightened his grip on
Daeshun's cock, causing him to gasp into his mouth.
"Oh g'sharta," swore Valfe, breaking away. "Fuck me."
He hadn't intended this. He had intended to stop with a
hand-job, to keep himself detached while still gaining
some level of control over Daeshun. But with the words
out of his mouth, he couldn't take them back. And he
didn't want to.
Daeshun nodded, his expression heavy, and he took
charge immediately, grasping Valfe's hips and turning him
to his knees easily. Daeshun was bigger than Valfe, and his
weight behind Valfe startled him. He was surprised at how
easily Daeshun took charge, and also at how badly he
wanted it. But then, it had been a long time.
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"I've never done this before," said Daeshun, his fingers
sliding under the waist of Valfe's trousers and tugging
them downwards, "so tell me if I do something wrong."
"Everything's good so far," said Valfe, and Daeshun's
hands were on his back, his chest, his thighs. They were
inexperienced and clumsy, but warm. "You'll have to use
spit," he said, wondering if it would offend Daeshun's
delicate sensibilities. If it did, Daeshun didn't show it.
He heard Daeshun spit quietly, and then he felt
cautious slippery fingers sliding down his ass and searching
for his opening.
"I've never been with a virgin before," Valfe mused.
"I'm sorry," said Daeshun. "You're—maybe I should
stop."
"Don't you dare," replied Valfe, surprised by how badly
he wanted Daeshun to continue.
He heard Daeshun nervously laugh a bit, and then his
fingers found Valfe's opening, and he was slipping in. Valfe
moaned and slid onto Daeshun's fingers.
He felt Daeshun's hand on his hip, felt a second finger
slide into him, pleasure and desire along with it. "Good?"
whispered Daeshun, and Valfe nodded. It was more than
good. And even if it wasn't, he could count the number of
times on one hand that he had been with a man who
bothered to ask if it was good.
"Go ahead," he whispered. "In …"
Daeshun didn't need to be told twice. Valfe felt the
firm press of his cock against his opening, and then the
rough pain of his entrance. He was almost too big, or
perhaps it had been too long, and Valfe almost moved
away. But then the pleasure of the pain and the feeling of
being stretched open banished the panic, and he groaned
and slid himself back onto Daeshun's cock.
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Daeshun made a delicate noise in his throat, and his
fingers curled tightly into Valfe's hips. Valfe could feel the
pleasure overwhelming him, threatening to overtake his
thoughts and make him writhe and move with reckless
abandon. He wanted to, wanted to be selfish, to use
Daeshun's lovely cock to his advantage, but hard-forged
instincts forced him to grasp for control. He had to stay
dominant, had to use the opportunity to his advantage …
Daeshun rolled his hips again, and his cock thrust
deeper into Valfe. Tingling shots of pain competed with
overwhelming rushes of pleasure as Daeshun began to
fuck him in earnest. Valfe's eyesight soon gave way to
starbursts, and his thoughts became hazy and repetitive.
Once again, he had to claw his way to sentience, even as
his fingers clawed at the smooth white surface below him.
He became aware that Daeshun was moaning, the only
noise besides the hard repetitive slapping as their bodies
crashed together. It echoed against the walls, and the
noise aroused him further. He could feel his cock hard and
aching, precome soaking into the fabric of his trousers. He
reached down to pull his cock free, and Daeshun slid a
hand down to help.
The feeling of Daeshun's hand on his cock brought him
back to reality a little, and he growled and began to move
with Daeshun, causing Daeshun to gasp and his hand to
slip clumsily over Valfe's cock. He was getting close; Valfe
could feel it in the force behind his thrusts and the
desperation that he grasped at Valfe with.
"Go on, prince …" he whispered. "Come …"
Daeshun gasped, and within a few harsh, desperate
thrusts Valfe could feel Daeshun spilling into him. It was
commendable that as Daeshun came he managed to
continue pumping Valfe's cock in his hand, and with one
last spill of irresistible pleasure, Valfe gave in. He felt
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himself tip over the edge, and he couldn't help the short
groan he gave as he climaxed. Then it was over, and
Daeshun collapsed heavily on top of him.
Valfe relaxed. For a moment, the feel of Daeshun's firm
body on him was enough, and he didn't have to think.
Then Daeshun spoke, and his voice was strangely fragile.
"Valfe?"
"Hm?"
"Why did you do that for me?"
Valfe laughed, but there was only bitterness behind it.
"If you think I did that for you, you're stupider than I
thought."
"You don't need to …" Daeshun paused. "I'll help you.
You don't need to—"
"Whatever." Valfe cut him off and shifted so that they
were no longer touching. "I'm going to sleep," he said. "We
can discuss it in the morning."
He felt Daeshun draw away and turn to lie in the
opposite direction. He felt ashamed of his behaviour and
annoyed at himself at the same time. He had sabotaged
his own plan, all but telling Daeshun what he was up to, so
why even bother doing it in the first place? He was stupid.
And so was Daeshun. He was far too innocent. Innocent,
and damaged, and powerful.
And he was his only hope of saving Anni.
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They set out for Kolen the next morning. Daeshun was
quiet, and Valfe had the nagging urge to somehow make
his actions up to him, but had no idea how to go about it.
Daeshun's magic kept the jungle peaceful and their walk
uneventful, so there was nothing to distract him from his
thoughts.
He knew exactly why he had done it. There was no
point in blaming his actions on horniness or trying to brush
them off as spur of the moment. He had used Daeshun,
taken advantage of him, because he needed his help, and
the only way he knew to make men do what he wanted—
his first instinct—was to manipulate them through sex. He
was a slut and a whore, and he always would be, and he
hated it.
But then another voice spoke up, reminding him
cynically that of all the times to be worrying about
personal growth, or being a nice person, this wasn't one of
them. All he cared about was saving Anni. If taking
advantage of Daeshun, using sex to endear him to Valfe,
could aid in that end, he was going to do it, and that was
that. He had already started down the path, so why stop?
With that in mind, he let himself walk a little closer to
Daeshun, opening himself up to conversation. Daeshun
was walking with his head down, seemingly lost in his own
thoughts, but he turned when Valfe approached him and
gave a small smile that didn't reach his eyes.
"So?" he said. "I have so many questions still."
"I'll answer them," replied Valfe, relieved that Daeshun
had chosen not to bring up the sex immediately.
"Where were you born? Who were your parents?"
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Valfe sighed. Personal questions; of course, he should
have guessed. "I was born in Kolen," he said. "It's the only
city left, since the ground was poisoned. Maybe the only
one ever." He frowned. No, Anni had talked about it. "No,
it was … I think there were others, but they didn't survive
the ground poison, so everyone moved to Kolen. Right,
that's why there are so few Vashra now, because we
weren't allowed in for so long."
"You see? You do know some history," said Daeshun
appreciatively. "And that does make sense. When we first
arrived here, we counted many large cities. Not as many as
on Nemaida, of course, but we assumed the Koleni had
only arrived on the planet recently and were just beginning
to expand. You're looking at me like I'm insane again," he
said with a perturbed look at Valfe. "Why is this so hard to
believe?"
Valfe did his best to wipe said look off his face, but it
was difficult. Daeshun certainly believed what he was
saying. Certainly it made some sense. But so did the
existence of ghosts, and Valfe wasn't about to believe
Daeshun if he started rambling about those. "Well,
anyway," he said, opting to look away rather than force his
face into a receptive expression. "My mother was a Vashra,
a priestess, actually. She used to take me to the secret
ceremonies when I was a child … and she taught me magic,
when my father wasn't home. He was a Koleni
businessman, owned an oxygen plant. Wasn't supposed to
be married to my mother, you know, since it was illegal, so
he kept me secret … what?"
Daeshun was staring at him. "I've been meaning to ask,
why is your magic black? What happened?"
Valfe frowned at him, suddenly feeling defensive.
"What do you mean?"
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"I mean," Daeshun was speaking slowly, as if
attempting to be delicate. "No one has pure black,
destructive magic like that unless they've had a very," he
paused, "bad past. Were you abused?"
Valfe nearly choked. "Excuse me?" He abruptly stopped
walking and stared at Daeshun. A slow, painful rage was
heating up behind his eyes. "Why would you ask
something like that?"
Daeshun blanched. "I-I didn't mean …" he stammered.
"I was just curious!"
"Well, don't be!" Valfe could feel his anger simmering
down, but it was only replaced by cold disbelief and hurt.
"How dare you?"
He stalked off, not caring if Daeshun had to run to keep
up. After several minutes of silence, he felt Daeshun fall
into step alongside him once again.
"I'm sorry," said Daeshun. "I … That was very
insensitive, wasn't it?"
"Very," agreed Valfe. "You don't know any better, I
suppose. How old are you again? Eighteen?"
"I'm very mature for my age, you know," replied
Daeshun, looking a bit offended. "I've been told that a lot.
Maybe I've been a little sheltered, but I mean, I could
hardly help it, I'm a prince after all, and I do try to … you're
laughing at me."
"No, no, go on," said Valfe, unable to keep himself from
chuckling, even as his heart sank. Daeshun was mature for
his age. And he was smart, and he seemed … well, good.
He had likely never even killed anyone. Valfe couldn't even
imagine the kind of world he had grown up in.
And there Valfe was, needlessly attempting to
manipulate him when he had offered to help Valfe anyway.
And Daeshun was being kind to Valfe, if awkwardly, when
he must have been suffering so. Surely if Valfe was aware
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of his actions, he could change them. Anni would want him
to.
I'm sorry, he wanted to say, I didn't tell you, but I'm
sorry for what happened to your family. I'm sorry for
everything, even if you are insane. And most of all, I'm
sorry for what you're going to have to do.
"Are you all right?" Daeshun was staring at him
worriedly, and Valfe just shook his head. He didn't really
remember having innocence like Daeshun's, but he
imagined it must have been nice. No need to take it from
him before he needed to.
"Thank you for helping me," he said. "That's all."
"Well," said Daeshun with a small smile. "It's not just
for you."
"Good," replied Valfe, "because I'm not worth it."
*~*~*
It was a much easier walk without the hindrance of
carnivorous plants, and they reached the edge of the
jungle where Valfe had hidden his bike by sundown. It was
a relief, because Daeshun was wearing only light clothing
and had been shivering under the cold sun.
"We might as well rest here for the night," he
suggested. "Head out again when it's light."
"It's so strange that the sun is cold," said Daeshun, and
Valfe felt his face twisting into the familiar look of disbelief.
"Well, we'd burn to death if it wasn't," he reminded
Daeshun, and Daeshun just laughed infuriatingly.
"It's not that way on Nemaida," he said, and he
proceeded to launch into an explanation using a barrage of
complicated words that Valfe could only understand a
small percentage of. He trailed off when it became clear
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that Valfe wasn't comprehending. "I'll set up the shelter,
then?" he suggested, and Valfe nodded.
The shelter was slightly larger than the last one,
encompassing both of them and Valfe's bike, and the
bright night sky was visible through a clear ceiling. Valfe
was no less shocked by Daeshun's casual display of
powerful magic than he had been before, but he managed
not to let it show.
He had already decided that he wasn't going to take
advantage of Daeshun again tonight, but it seemed
Daeshun had other plans. Valfe was staring up at the
clouded stars when he felt Daeshun behind him, his arms
wrapping tightly around Valfe, his mouth brushing Valfe's
neck. Valfe felt he ought to protest, but the warmth
overpowered his thoughts, and he turned to touch
Daeshun, to press their lips together. Daeshun's hands slid
under Valfe's shirt, and Valfe tugged it over his head as
Daeshun did the same with his own shirt. Valfe realised
that in the rush of last night, they hadn't even removed
their clothing properly.
Daeshun's body was as lovely as the rest of him. It
wasn't the body of someone who had ever starved, or
eaten scraps, or fought to keep himself alive. His skin was
clear and smooth, his muscles the soft kind that came from
casual exercise. He was young, too. Valfe imagined that not
too long ago, he had been a gangly teen. That he had only
recently grown into his height and become a man.
"Is this all right?" Valfe said, sliding his hands over
Daeshun's abdomen and into the front of his trousers.
Daeshun bit his lip and nodded, his eyes shut tight with
pleasure. "Why wouldn't it be?"
"I just … I wanted to be sure."
"You're taking advantage of my fragile state," Daeshun
teased lightly, and he broke his hands away from Valfe's
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torso to loosen the waistband of his trousers. "So it's only
right that you be sure this is what I want. I used to think I
was saving myself, you know."
Valfe nodded and slid down to his knees, and then he
began to slide his tongue over Daeshun's hips, pulling his
trousers down lower as he did so. "Why the change of
heart, then?"
"I don't know," admitted Daeshun as Valfe lined his
breath up with Daeshun's quivering cock. "I'm probably
making a mistake. But it doesn't matter anymore. Nothing
does." He cried out as Valfe's mouth enveloped his cock
and reached a hand out to stroke Valfe's face. "And …
you're so beautiful."
And you're stupid, thought Valfe, but he said nothing.
His mouth was full anyway. He moved his hands to
Daeshun's ass and pulled him down his throat, ignoring the
gag in favour of the pleasure. He was going to remain in
control this time. After all, he was the one taking
advantage of Daeshun, not the other way around.
*~*~*
They slept fitfully, although Daeshun's warmth behind
Valfe was more comfortable than he wanted to admit. No
one had ever slept that way with him before, with such
tenderness, and Daeshun's arms were strong even if they
were soft.
They left early the next morning, and the noise of the
wind made it impossible to talk, but Daeshun's arms were
around him once again as he clung to Valfe from behind. It
made Valfe feel strange, as if his body were trying to attach
itself to Daeshun's. He wondered if it was because
Daeshun was Vashra, and something in their souls was
calling to each other. Then he dismissed the thought as too
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whimsical and blamed it on the sex. Daeshun had fucked
him hard last night, and the feeling of his cock deep inside
him was still fresh. It made Valfe's own cock hard with the
memory, and he felt almost desperate for more.
But who knew where they would be that night. He
didn't have any plans for when they reached the city. He
didn't have enough money for a room, and he didn't dare
risk going home.
There was one other option, of course, but he
eschewed thinking about it until he had dismissed all other
possibilities. A place he hadn't gone back to in years, had
sworn never to return to. And yet a plan was forming in his
mind, autonomous of his attempts to avoid that train of
thought. One that might just work, despite how his entire
body rejected it with a driving force, to the point where he
felt nauseous and tears burned behind his eyes. And then
there was Daeshun to think about. Could he really take
Daeshun to a place like that? Hadn't his innocence already
been destroyed enough? Valfe remembered what it had
been like after his mother had died. The cold, harsh streets
of Gatar were not a fitting place to come to terms with
one's grief, and he wished that he could save Daeshun in a
way that no one had saved him.
"The prison is completely closed off," he told Daeshun
that night, after they had parked on the outskirts of Kolen
and begun the long trek into the centre. "It's a separate
building, like a warehouse, but the Vashra cells are several
layers in, after all the regular jail cells. It’s like its own
community in there. The prisoners live in cell blocks built
up like little villages, with guards all around. As far as I can
tell, the whole place is bathed in greenlights."
"You talk like you've been inside," said Daeshun. "How
did you get out?"
"I was never captured," Valfe shook his head. "I got in
63

J.K . Pendragon

and out, without any problem. A long time ago."
"How?"
Valfe started to speak several times, and had to stop
each time. "I …" he grimaced, and his insides squirmed.
"One of the head guards, well, the head guard, I guess. His
name is," he choked, forced himself to continue on,
"Gahen. His name is Gahen, and he hires rentboys. From
outside. Doesn't like to fuck Vashra, I guess." He laughed
bitterly, forcing the mirth out. "It's funny because he
fucked me." He drew a harsh breath in, like a hiss, and
looked at Daeshun.
To his credit, Daeshun looked appropriately concerned.
"So he hired you, as what … a companion?"
"It was a onetime thing," said Valfe. "I was in and out.
But I saw enough. It's horrible. I swore I'd never go back,
and now," he laughed again. Perhaps he was going a little
insane. "Well, now you can probably guess what I'm
considering."
Daeshun was silent, and Valfe supposed that he didn't
know what to say.
"I can't think of another way in," Valfe continued after
a moment. "You don't have to come with me. I don't know
how we'll be able to convince anyone that you're not
Vashra. Do you even speak Koleni?"
"I have tongues magic," said Daeshun. "I could colour
my hair, I suppose."
"You're seriously willing to do this?"
"My family is dead," Daeshun said, it as if it explained
everything. "I'm the only one, Valfe. I want to go back to
Nemaida, but it won't be Nemaida unless my people are
there with me."
"You don't even know them!"
"I know you."
"And I'm a piss-poor excuse for a Vashra." Valfe sighed.
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"I'm not trying to discourage you—I just want you to know
what you're doing."
"It doesn't matter," said Daeshun. "I'll do anything."
*~*~*
It was dark when they reached the inner city. Valfe
never came there anymore, not if he could help it.
Sometimes a delivery brought him into the core, and he
would draw his coat up around his face and try to remain
invisible. But there was no being invisible that time, not
with Daeshun next to him. People stared at his pure white
clothes, his white-blond hair and slanted eyes … even the
way he carried himself.
"Come on," he growled to Daeshun, pulling him into a
dingy shop. He found some dark coats and grabbed the
largest, longest one. It smelled of decay, but Daeshun
would just have to deal with it. "Wait here," he told
Daeshun and headed to the counter, pulling the last of his
credits from his pocket.
The shopkeeper was an old man with crooked teeth
and thinning black hair. He ignored the coat, instead
leering at Daeshun. "He with you?"
"Yes." Valfe shoved the credits at the man, hoping that
was the end of it.
The man made a face like he had encountered an
unpleasant smell. "Well, I don't want him in my shop, tell
him to wait outside."
"Is there a problem?" asked Daeshun, taking a few
steps forward. Valfe was relieved that he spoke in perfect
Koleni, but that didn't really excuse his stupidity.
The man squinted at Daeshun. "You look like a rat," he
said. "You Vashra?"
"Of course he's not," said Valfe, shoving the credits
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towards the man. He should have made Daeshun wait
outside in the first place.
"Well, he looks like one," said the man, turning back
towards Valfe with another sour look on his face. "You
shouldn't be associating with him, get us all arrested. Filthy
rats." He continued to mutter to himself, but he took
Valfe's credits and gave him the coat in return.
Relieved beyond belief, Valfe nearly ran from the store,
throwing the coat at Daeshun as he did. "Put this on, quick,
and pull up the hood."
"I don't—" gasped Daeshun. "They can't all be like
that!"
"Put the hood up," repeated Valfe, gritting his teeth.
"And they are, the whole lot of them. They want us all
dead."
"They can't though, Valfe, they can't all want us dead.
They must have different opinions, there must have been
resistance."
"If there was, they kept quiet about it," replied Valfe.
"So they're as good as guilty in my opinion."
"It doesn't work like that, they were probably scared. If
this is a police state—"
"Scared," Valfe rounded on him, but then thought
better of causing a scene. He lowered his voice to a
whisper. "Are you even capable of thinking about things
from a point of view that includes emotions? Because I
can't help it. It was my people who got killed and
imprisoned and called rats, all our lives. It's my wife in
there, and I'm scared for her, more scared than I am for
any Koleni, so you can just shut up, all right?"
Daeshun looked shocked. "Valfe, I-I'm sorry. I didn't
mean to undermine your emotions."
"Just, whatever, I don't even care. Let's go."
Daeshun made a face like he wanted to argue more,
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but Valfe was already dragging him down the crowded
street.
*~*~*
Their destination was the second story of a dark,
smoke-heady bar, unreachable unless one knew who to
talk to. Valfe approached the bartender and spoke with
him while Daeshun looked nervously around.
They were led upstairs by a delicately-framed serving
boy, who said nothing and kept his eyes downcast. Valfe
was glad; he didn't want to have to see that familiar look in
his gaze. The place smelled of incense and desperation,
and it brought back memories that Valfe didn't want to
linger on. He wondered if he would even be able to go
through with this, if just the smell made him instantly
nauseous.
He felt Daeshun's fingers brush his own tentatively, and
when he didn't withdraw his hand, Daeshun slid their
fingers together and squeezed reassuringly. Valfe found
himself looking up at Daeshun, confused by the rush of
feelings. He didn't mind them, though. Anything that could
help him get through this was good.
Daeshun's kindness did a lot to make up for their
argument earlier. He had to remind himself that Daeshun
was young and innocent and that he had no idea of a lot of
the things Valfe took for granted. It was strange; he was
almost starting to believe Daeshun's story, even as he
vehemently denied it to himself. Even though he didn't
really believe him, desperation was forcing him to act as if
he did. He was starting to believe it, because he had no
other choice. Not that he would ever tell Daeshun that,
though.
He dropped Daeshun's hand from his own with a
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twinge of despair and strode down the familiar hallway. He
pushed a dowdy curtain aside to reveal a rusted metal
door and rapped twice in quick succession.
"He's probably busy," he sighed to Daeshun, but a
moment later there was a voice from inside.
"Who is it?"
"It's Valgh."
There was a rustling from inside, and a moment later
the door opened. A handsome, black-haired man stood
there, his frame obscuring much of the room within, while
the ornate robes he wore did very little to obscure his
muscular body. He stared at Valfe for a moment, and then
he drew him into a crushing hug.
"You came back!" he cried, dragging Valfe into the
room with Daeshun following curiously behind. The room
was much as Valfe remembered it. Designed to look warm
and inviting, it was furnished with thick dark curtains and
gold-embroidered cushions. The smell of incense was
heavy in the air. It was more elaborately decorated than
most of the rooms in the brothel, because it belonged to
the most expensive whore.
"This is Maten," Valfe said to Daeshun. "He's the
owner."
Maten smiled, revealing perfect teeth, and shook
Daeshun's hand. "Pleased to meet you," he said. "Your
name?"
To his credit, Daeshun looked questioningly at Valfe
before replying.
"It's okay," Valfe reassured him. "You can tell him."
"Oh," Daeshun smiled, looking relieved. "My name's
Daeshun. Pleased to meet you."
"You're Daeshun?" asked Maten.
Valfe swung his head around to stare at him. "You
know about him?"
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Maten continued to smile. "I've been talking to your
wife," he said.
"Anni." Valfe felt a burst of relief in the pit of his
stomach. "How? Isn't she in the prison?"
Maten nodded. "She's found a way to communicate
with the few of us on the outside," he explained.
"Apparently there's an entire secret rebellion forming
inside."
"She's all right?" confirmed Valfe, attempting to keep
the desperation out of his voice. "She's not hurt?"
"She can take care of herself," replied Maten. "You
know that."
"You're a Vashra?" Daeshun interrupted them, staring
at Maten, who gave him another winning grin.
"Blond roots to prove it." He turned to Valfe, his smile
fading. "You should talk to her as soon as possible. Come
with me, I'll see if we can get her."
He left before Valfe could question him, leading them
both into his back office, which was far more dingy and
sparsely decorated than the front room, although the
smell of incense lingered. He activated the thumbprint
scanner on his safe, and Valfe had a brief recollection of
Maten retrieving his meagre pay from the same safe at the
end of every month. Instead of credits, though, he pulled
out a communication crystal, similar to the one that
Daeshun had left.
Maten went to the office door, looked out, and then
closed it. He drew the drapes of the window and placed
the crystal on his desk. He said a few quick Vashra words,
and the crystal began to glow, emitting a soft ringing that
tickled the back of Valfe's consciousness.
"The greenlights don't reach below the beds in the
prison," Maten explained succinctly. "So they can work
magic there. It's night, so she should be in bed ..."
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The crystal pulsed, and Anni's image flickered into view,
shadowed and lying flat on her stomach. Valfe felt his
heart leap into his throat. She was all right.
"Anni!" he gasped, and Anni looked up at him and
smiled.
"Valfe!" she whispered. "Oh, I'm so glad to see you!"
"Is this safe?" asked Valfe, crouching to get closer to
her.
Anni shook her head. "No, not really, but it's
necessary." She glanced around and her eyes widened
when she saw Daeshun. "You're Daeshun!" she whispered
gleefully. "He found you! I was so worried I would have to
disappoint everyone."
"Everyone?" whispered Valfe. "Who's everyone?"
"The other Vashra, of course. Listen, there are a lot of
Vashra that know what they're doing in here, they've been
planning a rebellion for a long time now. But I told them
about you, Daeshun, and they believe you! We all want to
go with you to Nemaida!"
"All of them," sputtered Valfe. "They can't actually
believe that—"
"Of course we can," said Anni sternly. "What choice do
we have? The planet's dying, remember? We're all going to
die unless there's some way we can leave."
Daeshun nodded. "How long does it have?"
"A few decades," said Maten. "At most."
"We don't know that," objected Valfe. He often tried
not to think about that fact. Hated it when Anni brought it
up.
"Yes, we do," said Anni, the familiar long-suffering tone
creeping into her voice. Valfe had missed it. "Valfe, I know
you don't like to think about it, but you've got to be logical.
If there's a chance ..."
"Yes, yes, I know whatever." Valfe waved his hand and
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then crossed his arms. "So what's the plan, then?"
"The greenlights," said Anni. "We've got to shut them
off."
Maten leaned forward. "How?"
Anni gave a quick look around and then leaned closer.
"This prison wasn't built in this spot randomly. There's a
source underneath where the greenlights are powered. I
don't know what it is, or how it got there, but if we shut it
off, then all of the lights should follow. We'd be able to use
our magic, and we could overcome the guards."
"So why don't you shut it off, then?" asked Valfe.
Anni gave Valfe another long-suffering look. "We can't
get at it. We found where the location is, but we can't
actually break away and get there. We need someone on
the inside."
"I'll do it," announced Daeshun, turning to Maten.
"Can you get us in?"
Maten nodded slowly. "You and Valfe, I probably
could," he said. He began to pace around the room, picking
up a trinket from his desk and fiddling with it. "You're
Gahen's types. He has a rentboy booked for tomorrow
night; I could substitute Valfe and add you as
compensation. He likes blonds. Probably because he
spends his days lusting after Vashra."
Valfe felt himself shudder involuntarily. "So what, we
wait until he's done with us and then we go searching for
this source?"
Anni looked around her, then froze for a long moment
with a look of fear on her face. "I have to go soon," she
whispered. "Listen, we have a map. I can send it to your
communicator. Although you won't be able to bring it with
you. You'll have to memorize it, probably."
Daeshun glanced at Valfe, and Valfe realised that he
must have looked much more frightened than he wanted
71

J.K . Pendragon

to. "You don't have to come," he told Valfe. "I can go
alone."
"Don't be an idiot," snapped Valfe. "Of course I'm
going." He turned to Anni. "I don't believe in any of this,"
he said, "but I trust you. If you say this is the only way to
get you out, then I'll do it."
Anni gave him a small smile. "Thank you, Valfe," she
said, her voice soft. "You've always taken care of me, so I
know you will now."
"I will," said Valfe. "I promise."
"And Daeshun," said Anni, and she turned to face him.
"I can't wait to meet you. I have so many questions."
"As do I," smiled Daeshun. "I will see you soon?"
"Yes, I hope so," said Anni.
"Anni—" called Maten, but it was too late; Anni's
image had flickered and disappeared.
"What were you going to ask her?" said Valfe curiously
as he stood from where he had been crouched.
Maten shook his head, still staring at where Anni's
image had been. "No, it wasn't important," he said, and
then shook his head, snapping the glazed look out of his
eyes. "Come on, this way." He set down the object he had
been fiddling with and led them out into the foyer and
then out into the hallway.
"You can stay here tonight," he said, pulling a key ring
from within his robes and opening a plain metal door. Valfe
knew the room. He had entertained there plenty. The fear
and disgust were still festering deep within him,
threatening to overcome him.
"Valfe." Maten was staring at him, his pale eyes full of
apprehension and concern. He extended his arms and
drew a stiff Valfe into them. "If this doesn't work out, you
can always come back to work for me," he said. "We can fix
your nose."
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"Shut up, p'shar kate," growled Valfe, but he knew
Maten well enough to recognize his peculiar brand of
humour. He was really saying sorry, and Valfe knew it.
"I'll see you both tomorrow," said Maten, breaking his
embrace with Valfe. He turned to Daeshun and gave a
short bow. "It's nice to meet you, your majesty."
Daeshun gave a small smile, looking for all the world
like a real prince. "Likewise."
Maten left, locking the door behind him.
"He's nice," remarked Daeshun.
"He's stupid," growled Valfe.
"I don't think he meant that about your nose."
Daeshun scrunched his own perfect nose into a slight
frown. "What is wrong with your nose, anyway?"
Valfe gaped at him for a moment. "You're incredibly
rude, did you know that?"
"Yes, I think it may actually be my personality," replied
Daeshun in an amused voice. "Do you dislike me for it?"
Valfe shook his head and sighed, flopping heavily down
on the bed. "I guess not." He closed his eyes and felt
Daeshun's presence on the bed next to him a moment later.
"Why do you think Maten's stupid?" asked Daeshun.
Valfe rolled over, facing away from Daeshun. "Because
he believes you. Sounds like they all do. You know why?"
"Because I'm telling the truth?"
"Because they're desperate."
Daeshun was silent. Finally he said in a quiet whisper,
"And you're not?"
Valfe growled. "Of course I am, but I … Listen, Daeshun,
what do you intend to do if this does go exactly as planned?
If we turn off the greenlights and the Vashra rebel and
escape, then what? Maybe I don't like to admit it, but the
planet is dying, and we have no way to get off it."
"I have a spaceship."
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Valfe turned and looked at Daeshun, whose face was
the perfect picture of level truthfulness. "You have a
spaceship," he said, his voice even more incredulous than
he had intended.
Daeshun smiled a little—that small, heartbroken
smile—and tapped his temple with a perfect nail. "The
plans are in my head," he said. "And the power to make it
is in here." He brought his hand down to his chest. "I'm a
Man'akartha, the royal family with the power to create
from minds. The plans to the ship, the genetic basics to
recreate life on Nemaida, they're all in here. I can create
them whenever I want to. I just need a big enough space
and time to rest afterwards." He sighed and rolled onto his
back to stare at the ceiling. "That's why I had to stay alive.
The knowledge is passed down over many years to all the
royal children. But I'm the only one left now. This is the
only way I could guarantee my line's survival. Do you
understand?"
"Whatever you like, prince," said Valfe, the scepticism
coming second nature to him, even though it seemed that
the more impossible Daeshun's claims became, the more
Valfe wanted to believe them. Well, it didn't bear thinking
about, not any more than the end of the world did.
"Honestly, right now I'm more concerned with passing you
off as a rentboy."
"I'll do whatever I have to."
"Yes, but can you?"
Daeshun huffed and pushed himself up onto his elbow.
"I'm not actually that innocent, you know," he said. "I've
read and watched things."
"You think porn can prepare you for this?" scoffed Valfe.
"You don't have to pretend that you're not scared, you
know. I can tell."
"How?"
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"You have a boner again."
Daeshun groaned and lay back, awkwardly attempting
to cover his crotch as he did so. "And you say I'm
insensitive!"
Valfe laughed. "I never said I wasn't."
Daeshun paused and then turned to look at Valfe once
again. "I'm actually quite a sexual person, you know," he
began.
"I'd never have guessed—"
"You have no idea some of things I'd like to do to you."
The residual guilt was still there. The feeling that he
was taking advantage of Daeshun, using him. That
Daeshun only really wanted him because Valfe had come
along when he was broken and afraid. But Valfe was afraid
too. And the distraction was so very tempting. "So tell
me."
"I'd like to use magic on you."
Valfe raised his eyebrows."Isn't that dangerous?"
"Why would it be?" Daeshun grinned. "My magic isn't
destructive like yours. It was actually quite common back
on Nemaida. I'd like to try it."
Valfe still felt apprehensive. "It doesn't seem odd to
you, to be having your sexual awakening at a time like
this?"
Daeshun shook his head and his eyes went distant.
"I've been having a lot of awakenings lately."
"I can't imagine … Daeshun, are you really all right?
You—your family died, aren't you—"
"Valfe!" Daeshun's voice was unnecessarily loud as he
interrupted Valfe. He took a deep, shaky breath and
continued. "I can't think about it. I can't, I'll … I don't know
what'll happen if I think about it, but I can't. I need to do
this. I need to … keep my mind off of it."
That was familiar. That was what Valfe wanted too. To
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be distracted. To not think about where he was or what
would happen tomorrow. "All right then." He stood and
began to strip. "Do whatever you want to me. I can handle
it."
Daeshun stared at Valfe as if not seeing him for a
moment, then he reached out and caught Valfe's hand in
his own. "Valfe. I don't want to take advantage of you. If
you don't want it …"
"Of course I want it," said Valfe dismissively, although
he appreciated Daeshun's apprehension more than he
wanted to show. Just one more way that Daeshun was a
better man than him, he supposed. "I'm always horny."
"Yes, but … do you want me?"
He did. He was surprised by how much he did. "Of
course I do. You're hot." He was being purposely short, but
Daeshun had said he wanted to fuck, not think or talk.
Daeshun scoffed. "If that was your only prerequisite,
you'd be fucking Maten."
Valfe laughed. "I'll never fuck him again. We have a
history." Valfe felt strange suddenly. As if he did want to
talk. As if there were a million different things to say and
there would never be enough time to say them all. "Never
mind," he said instead. "Take your clothes off."
Daeshun gave a small smile and began to tug his
clothes off. "Come here," he said when he had pulled his
trousers off. He drew a hand self-consciously over his
erection but allowed Valfe to kneel between his legs and
kiss him. Then he moved away and stared at his hands for
a moment, until they were glowing opaque white.
"I've never done this before," he said. "Tell me if it
hurts."
"Only if you promise not to stop," replied Valfe, and
then the white magic was spreading out from Daeshun's
hands and sliding over his body. It felt soft and sleek and
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made him shiver. Daeshun narrowed his eyes, and it
suddenly began to feel very, very good.
"How is it?" asked Daeshun, as Valfe began to writhe
slightly at the tingling, teasing pleasure. He opened his
mouth to respond, and the magic immediately made its
way up to his mouth and tingled over his lips and tongue.
The only noise he could manage was a soft, choked moan
as his mouth filled with sweet, swollen pleasure.
He felt Daeshun's hands on him, turning him over with
the help of his magic, and felt that magic curling around
his neck and creeping over his nipples to quiver and pinch
there. By the time the tendrils of pleasure made their way
to his cock, he was already dripping hard.
He tried to think. To form some sort of protest or
sentient thought, but all he could manage was to think
Daeshun's name over and over again in his head. He could
feel the tingling pleasure making its way to his backside,
even as it ceased to tingle at all and instead became strong,
heady pulses. Daeshun's hand was already guiding it to
pulse and throb over Valfe's cock.
He could feel Daeshun behind him, the hot press of his
cock in the small of his back, and he wanted to beg him to
fuck him, but no words came out. His mouth was still full
of hot, dripping pleasure. Why did it feel so much like
come was dripping down his throat, and why did that
arouse him so much? Then whatever remained of
conscious thought left him, and he ceased to question
anything as his ass was spread open and welcomed a thick,
throbbing tendril of magic.
He moaned, somehow managing to force the noise out,
and felt his body collapse downwards, writhing under the
sheer pleasure of being stretched open, fucked in every
way imaginable. Daeshun was moving on top of him, warm
and heavy, and he could feel his hard cock pressing into his
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back still … Why didn't he just fuck him? But Daeshun
seemed to be enjoying this just fine. His breath was hot on
Valfe's neck, and he was laughing slightly as he writhed on
top of Valfe.
The size of the tendril inside Valfe increased, and he
moaned again, beginning, incomprehensibly, to move
backwards. It was as if his body had given up all semblance
of self-preservation and only wanted more, only wanted to
be used, and fucked, and—oh, Daeshun was … Daeshun
was fucking him, his cock enhanced by white-hot pleasure
and tendrils that dug deep inside him and teased all his
sensitive spots. Suddenly the block from his mouth was
gone, and he was screaming and begging Daeshun please,
please don't stop!
He forgot everything. Forgot how to breathe, forgot
who and where he was, and that Daeshun was anything
besides the man giving him the most intense, pleasurable
experience of his life. He felt Daeshun's hands digging into
his hips as he came, and he felt himself spill onto the bed a
moment later as ecstasy overcame him. Then it was as if
the world went black again, and Daeshun flopped down,
heavy on top of him.
After a while he realized that his eyes were clamped
shut and he wasn't breathing. He groaned and felt
Daeshun roll sideways to hold him from behind.
"Mm, Valfe …" he murmured. "Would you believe me if
I said I was ... maybe falling a little in love with you?"
Valfe instantly felt sick, the euphoria fading away far
too quickly. "No," he said firmly. "You know better. You've
hardly known me for two days, and you know perfectly
well that I—"
"That you took advantage of me," finished Daeshun. "I
know. But I still ..."
"Well, don't," said Valfe. He curled further into himself,
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trying to crush the pain that was growing there. "I can't ..."
He trailed off.
"You can't what?" prompted Daeshun.
"I can't love you back."
Daeshun sighed and slid a few soft fingers through
Valfe's slightly damp hair. "I didn't ask you to," he said.
"Anyway, you're probably right, and it's just some sort of
post-traumatic thing or something. I just thought you
should know."
When Valfe didn't answer, he felt Daeshun withdraw,
and his heart ached for it. There was a click, and the light
in front of his eyelids went out. He felt Daeshun come back
to bed and wrap his arms around him again, instantly
dulling the pain that had flared up in his absence.
There was silence for a long while, and Valfe thought
Daeshun had fallen asleep until he heard his voice from
the darkness behind him. "Is it because I'm broken? That
you don't think you could ... fall in love with me."
"No." said Valfe. "It has nothing to do with you,
Daeshun. It's me."
"What's wrong with you?"
"Just … everything." He was surprised at himself for
talking, for forcing the words out even though they were
raspy and sharp in the silence. "I'm the one who's broken,
Daeshun. I don't know if I've ever been right. I don't
remember what colour it was before it was black. Even if I
did love you, I—" His voice hitched, and the flow of words
stopped and couldn't be started again.
"'Even if' nothing," said Daeshun, his voice so soft that
Valfe was afraid he would cry, and that he had brought out
all the pain that Daeshun had been trying to keep down.
"It doesn't matter if you're broken, Valfe. We both are, and
maybe that's why. Maybe … maybe we can help each other
get better."
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He didn't believe Daeshun. He didn't. There was no
future for them, there would be no time to get better. But
he couldn't tell Daeshun that. Not when Daeshun's arms
were so very strong and warm around him.
I can't be fixed, he wanted to say. I don't deserve to be
fixed. But he didn't say anything. Instead he just drew
Daeshun's arms tighter around him and drifted off to sleep.
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"I brought breakfast." Daeshun's voice woke Valfe from
his fitful sleep. He blinked, clearing the blur from his eyes,
to see Daeshun entering the room with a plate. He set it
down on the bed-table, and Valfe stared at it, disbelieving.
"Are those biscuits? Where did you get those?"
"Maten gave them to me." Daeshun frowned. "Why?"
Valfe blinked a few more times and then sat up,
yawning. "Real food like that is incredibly expensive."
"He must like you, then."
"I don't think it's me he likes," replied Valfe, ignoring
the twinge of jealousy he felt over the idea. Maten would
certainly be much better for Daeshun than Valfe.
"Well, I'll try to enjoy it," said Daeshun, oblivious. He
regarded the biscuit suspiciously and then took a small bite.
"It's a bit stale."
"Who knows how long he's had them." Valfe sat up and
took his portion. It wasn't stale at all. In fact, it was
probably the freshest food he'd had in years. He couldn't
imagine what Daeshun was used to eating, if he thought
these biscuits were stale. "How long have you been
awake?"
"Hours," said Daeshun, devouring his food without
pause after he had determined its quality. "Maten said I
should let you sleep. We're leaving in a few hours, since we
have to be screened beforehand, apparently. We can't take
anything with us."
"No, I know."
"So I've memorized the map that should lead us to the
source of the greenlight. And Maten gave me some tips on
how to handle Gahen."
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Valfe swallowed, his food a sudden lump in his throat.
If Daeshun noticed, he didn't say anything. The raw
openness of last night was long gone. Today was business.
Maten arrived a few minutes later with outfits for them
to wear. Valfe changed into the skimpy black leather
resignedly, but couldn't help but laugh when Daeshun
blanched at his reflection in the mirror.
"You look good," encouraged Maten. "Very sexy."
"I look ridiculous!"
Valfe snorted. Daeshun did look good—the black synthleather cut away to show a generous amount of his
smooth pale skin, and the thick heels of the thigh-high
boots emphasized his long legs. Valfe's boots only reached
his ankles, which was lucky because the bite on his leg was
swollen and acting up again. He hadn't mentioned it to
Daeshun or Maten. A small infection seemed rather trivial
in comparison to their situation.
"You do not look ridiculous!" Maten crossed his arms,
offended. "You look like a quality rentboy. That's not cheap
fabric, you know."
"Neither is there a lot of it," snapped Daeshun. "So it
can't be worth that much."
"Can we please just go?" Valfe stood and snatched his
coat from Maten, "You'll be naked in front of him before
long, Daeshun."
Daeshun abruptly went still. "I know."
"Then let's go." Valfe shook his head to avoid Maten's
disapproving face and strode out of the room.
*~*~*
The journey in Maten's transport was much too short
as Valfe desperately attempted to memorize the map in
case something happened to Daeshun. It was incomplete,
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but the complex seemed to lead down several levels under
the structure to an apparent power source that could
hopefully be switched off or destroyed. The map even
contained pass-codes for the doors and elevators; Anni
had certainly done her homework. He wondered how she
and the other Vashra had managed to retrieve so much
information. What they'd had to do. And he wondered
how it was possible that the Koleni didn't realize anything.
It was fully possible that they were walking into a trap.
"I know," Daeshun replied resignedly when Valfe
mentioned his suspicions, "but what else are we supposed
to do? I have to believe this will work."
"It will work," said Maten, his face held taut. "Anni
knows what she's doing."
"How well do you know her?" asked Daeshun, and
Maten sighed.
"Oh, we've known each other for a long time. It was
me who reunited her and Valfe, you know. And then he
thanked me by quitting."
"Just as well," said Daeshun. "Valfe doesn't seem like
he'd make a very good whore."
"I don't?" Valfe felt his gaze flick to Daeshun's in
surprise.
Daeshun shrugged and shook his head. He turned to
look out the window, but Valfe couldn't force himself to
draw his eyes away. Such a small thing to say; it was
ridiculous that it meant to so much to him. Of course
Daeshun wouldn't think that Valfe looked like a whore. He
didn't have any experience with whores, and he couldn't
recognise the look that Valfe knew his face held. But still …
Valfe couldn't help the strange elation he felt upon hearing
those words. What was it about Daeshun that made him
feel such hope? Really, he ought to squash that hope down,
especially when it was almost inevitable that he would be
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disappointed. But he couldn't. Not when it was the only
thing that kept him moving forward. It was the only way he
could function anymore.
*~*~*
There were several levels of security to breach before
they could be let into the inner levels of the camp. The
worst of Kolen's criminals were kept there. The minor
offenders populated the outer rings, with the crimes
becoming more heinous as they descended inwards. A few
times they caught glimpses of the prisoners through the
tinted windows of the transport, crowded behind bars to
leer and gawk at them, but the transport hardly slowed.
Maten's clearance allowed them access past every door
and cell block, until at last they reached the inner camp—a
severe grey building with high black doors. As they passed
through the doors, a sickening green light filtered through
the windows and illuminated the inside of the car. Despite
the fact that he knew greenlights had no physical effect on
his health, Valfe couldn't help but feel a little nauseous.
There was a frightened look in Daeshun's eyes, like one
of restrained panic. Valfe wondered how much of it was
simply a mirror reflection of his own eyes. Did Daeshun
think that the Koleni criminals in the prison were worthy of
pity and respect as well? Or did he fear them like he should?
Would he really be able to fight the Koleni if he had to?
And if not, was Valfe just taking him to his death? He
couldn't see a way out of this that didn't end in bloodshed,
and he hoped Daeshun wasn't deluding himself otherwise.
Every nerve in Valfe's body was on edge. He was ready for
battle.
But first there was Gahen. He couldn't pretend that he
wasn't afraid.
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At last Maten parked the transport, and they were
escorted by helmeted Koleni to a glass room. There they
withstood a series of pat-downs and scans to ensure that
they carried no weapons on their person. The rental was
for the full night, and when it came time to say goodbye to
Maten, Valfe almost backed out. Since they were
surrounded by guards, there was little Maten could do but
grip Valfe's shoulders and give him a reassuring look. Then
he was gone, and Daeshun and Valfe were led to Gahen's
rooms, up five levels and down several hallways; Valfe
hoped that Daeshun could remember them all. When he
chanced at glance at Daeshun, his face was blank.
They were let into Gahen's room, and Valfe heard the
door lock behind them. A wave of relief rushed over him
when he realized that the room was empty for the time
being. He remembered this room. The sparse but elegant
décor was absolutely familiar to him, burnt onto his mind.
He went and sat down on the neatly made bed,
absentmindedly touching a hand to the bedside lamp as he
did so. The touch activated the lamp, and it cast a wan
yellow light over the room to mingle with the ever present
greenlights installed in the ceiling.
Daeshun wandered over to the floor-length window
and gasped, touching his fingers to the glass. "Valfe, look!"
Valfe didn't need to look. He knew what he would see.
They were several stories up, built into the walls of the
great warehouse that housed the prison below. Greenlight
flooded down from the high ceiling like an artificial
daylight, illuminating the small cabins and yards below.
"There are people down there, Valfe! Are they the
Vashra?"
Valfe nodded, standing despite his misgivings to peer
down the dizzying height. "That's them."
"They're alive." Daeshun's breath misted the glass.
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"There's so many of them."
"Yeah, I guess there are." It was painful to see, though.
The prisoners milled about, all dressed in identical grey
jumpsuits. They were surrounded by helmeted Koleni
soldiers, who seemed to make it their business to keep the
Vashra from communicating with each other. Occasionally
a tussle would break out between a prisoner and a few
Koleni, which ended with the prisoner kicked to the
ground and beaten. Valfe turned away. "I've seen it
before."
"Valfe." Daeshun turned to look at Valfe and took
Valfe's hands in his own. "I want to thank you for doing this.
I know how hard it is for you, and that you don't believe or
trust me—"
"I trust Anni," Valfe cut him off, "and Anni … trusts you.
So I suppose I—"
The door slid open. Valfe felt the jolt of fear in
Daeshun's hands before he dropped them, and he turned
with him to meet the new arrival.
Gahen was even larger than Valfe remembered him. At
least four times Valfe's size, and nearly as broad as he was
tall, Valfe wondered if he had simply intimidated his way
into the head position. He didn't acknowledge them at first,
busy with neatly removing his outer coat and boots. Then
he turned to face them and gave a small smile.
"My boys," he said, taking a step forward. Valfe had to
force himself not to back up against the window. "Two for
one, what a pleasant surprise." His dark eyes caught Valfe's.
"And I know you."
Valfe felt his breath catch in his throat, his heart
pounding heavily. Could Gahen hear it?
"It's been a while, hasn't it, Valfe?"
"Y-you remember me."
Something wasn't right. He knew his name. Gahen
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knew his Vashra name. Valfe's mind struggled and failed to
process the information, hindered by the fear creeping
through his body.
"How could I forget?" Gahen reached into his pocket
and pulled out a keycard, swiping it over the door-latch
and locking it from the inside. "Besides, even if I had
forgotten our last meeting, I've been watching you."
"What are you talking about?" Daeshun asked before
Valfe had the chance to shush him. Whatever Gahen was
talking about, it was best not to argue.
"Five days ago you took a trip to the wastelands," said
Gahen, advancing slowly on them. "You were attacked by
wolves, do you remember? You were there tracking a
signal from a message crystal. You assumed that your
friend Annite was the only one to pick up the signal. Why
would you think that?"
Valfe could feel Daeshun's eyes on him, could almost
feel the fear. "What did you do …?" he croaked, his breath
horribly short.
"How is that bite on your leg?" asked Gaten, and Valfe
flinched. "Hurting? It's all right, it's probably just reacting
to the transmitter."
He lunched forward and tugged Valfe towards him,
dragging him to the bed to throw him down. Valfe tried to
struggle, but Gahen was much too strong for him, his
meaty fingers digging into Valfe's arms. He smelled of
sweat and ammonia, and the smell was familiar, too
familiar. Valfe felt himself dragged into horrid memories,
his panic rising. He could hear Daeshun screaming, thought
he must be trying to stop Gahen, but a strange white light
had filtered behind his eyes and he couldn't see. He felt
Gahen's hand on his legs, holding him down, tearing his
clothes.
A searing pain in his leg brought his vision back for a
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moment, and he saw Gahen ripping the dressing off of his
leg and tearing something out … something metal and …
insect-like. A disgusted shudder ran through Valfe's whole
body. He felt he might be sick.
"What is that?" Daeshun stared at it in horror as Gahen
grinned and crushed the metal in his fist.
"It was a transmitter," he said with a glance at Daeshun,
"to keep track of you. But now that you've come right to
me, it's no longer needed. And no one but me needs to see
this next bit."
His hands free of the bloody machinery, they returned
to Valfe's body, roughly groping him. Valfe tore his good leg
free and pushed it at Gahen's stomach. Gahen responded
with a backhand across Valfe's face. Valfe screamed in rage
and pain, and he heard Daeshun yell his name again.
Through the blur of pain and fear he could see Daeshun
attempting to pull Gahen off of him, but it was to little
effect. Eventually one of Daeshun's blows must have
connected, because Gahen turned and threw Daeshun
away from him with as little effort as swatting a fly.
Valfe could feel himself panicking, his body shuddering,
and the cold disgust at Gahen's touch penetrating his mind.
He couldn't think, couldn't fight … and part of him didn't
want to fight any more. It would be the same as every
time before, and he could handle it. Maybe he could
distract him from Daeshun. Maybe he could save him.
There was a whooshing noise, then a loud crack, and
Gahen's hands slid off of Valfe. Valfe opened his eyes to
see Gahen's motionless body slumped onto the bed.
Daeshun stood behind him, the metal lamp in his shaking
hands, his breathing heavy and his eyes wide.
"Valfe!" he gasped, dropping the lamp and running to
Valfe's side. The lamp flickered and went out, leaving only
the vivid green to illuminate his face. "Are you all right?"
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Valfe forced himself to blink. Forced himself to breathe.
Memories were flashing behind his eyes still, and it was all
he could do to keep himself from giving into them. He
couldn't panic. He had to stay sane. He drew his hands
over his body, pulling the tattered fabric together. "I'm
fine."
"What did he mean?" Daeshun was staring at Gahen's
limp body. "Is he dead?"
"No, he's breathing." Valfe stood, tentatively putting
the pressure on his leg, examining his body, surprised that
it still held together. He leaned over Gahen's body,
shuddering at the proximity, and pulled the keycard from
his belt, noting the heavy bleeding from his head. "He'll be
fine. I don't know, I guess," he paused, "I guess they were
watching us. Listening, probably." The thought was
disgusting. "G'sharte, I knew they were experimenting on
animals. They have Vashra working for them too. I should
have known they'd have picked up your signal, I'm so
stupid. They used me to get to you."
"Is that how they found us in the jungle?"
"Yes, probably. And when they couldn't get us then,
they decided to just wait for us to come right to them."
They had been watching the whole time. Gahen had heard
everything. Valfe forced himself not to think about it.
"Was he going to kill us?"
"I don't know. Probably. Agh, I knew this was a trap, I
should have thought—"
Daeshun raised his hands to his forehead and turned in
a desperate circle. "What do we do now, Valfe. We—What
do we do?"
Valfe forced himself to calm down. There was no use
panicking or giving up. They just had to keep trying. They
had managed to take out Gahen. That was something.
"What can we do? We've got to try to turn off these damn
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greenlights!"
"It could all have been a lie, though! They could have
planted the information about the source to get us here in
the first place."
"But it might not have been. Daeshun—ah!" He had
accidentally put too much weight on his injured leg. Pain
ripped through him, and his muscles weakened and gave
out.
"Your leg," Daeshun caught Valfe as he fell, tipping him
gently back onto the bed. "If it weren't for the lights, I
could fix you!"
"Under the bed?"
"No, it's sealed off."
"We'll just … have to turn them off, then." The pain in
his leg was searing and not at all enjoyable. He pulled the
wrappings back around it to stem the bleeding, attempting
to ignore the nauseated look on Daeshun's face.
"You need a healer, Valfe."
"Well, we can't get out of here. Not unless we turn
these things off."
He could see the realization on Daeshun's face, the
understanding that there was no other choice. That they
would more than likely die here. "Valfe—"
"Save it for later." Valfe jerked his head at Gahen. "He
could wake up at any time."
Valfe stood again, gritting his teeth and forcing himself
to ignore the pain. He strode towards the door and swiped
the keycard across the number pad, unlocking it. He slid
the door open and then, attempting to put as little weight
on his injured leg as possible, peered around the corner
into the empty hallway. "No one there," he murmured to
Daeshun. "We're on what, level five?"
Daeshun nodded, peering out as well. "And according
to Anni's map, we need to go ten levels down. We came
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from that way," he jerked his head to the left, "so the
elevator over there is probably used less."
"That way, then," Valfe confirmed, and he began to
limp down the hallway. Daeshun said nothing about his
limp, but Valfe could feel his worried look. They made it to
the elevator without coming across any Koleni, although it
only brought them down to the main level. And when the
door slid open, a man was standing in the waiting area,
staring at them.
"What the—where are you two headed? Who are
you?"
Valfe blanked, but luckily Daeshun piped up. "We're,
ah … heading to the infirmary, could you give us
directions?"
The man glanced down at Valfe's leg, and Valfe was
easily able to move his face into a pained expression. "Are
you … who do you belong to?"
"Gahen," said Daeshun evenly. "He told us to go to the
infirmary, seemed quite angry about my friend's injury."
The man looked at the two of them suspiciously for a
moment more, but then he stood aside to let them pass.
"It's down that hallway, two lefts and a right." He stared at
them for another moment and then entered the elevator,
turning to face them again as the doors slid shut ominously.
"What if he's going to check on him, Valfe—"
"Then let's not just stand here, yes?"
"Don't get snarky with me, Valfe, I just saved our asses.
Twice."
"Yes, and I thought you were against violence. Do you
know where we're going?"
Daeshun grabbed Valfe's arm and hoisted him up to
help him run down the hallway. "Yes, it's this way. I think.
And no, I don't like violence or killing, but I suppose
sometimes it's necessary, isn't it? Especially in that man's
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case."
A group of soldiers turned the corner, and Daeshun
abruptly ceased speaking, throwing them both into an
adjacent room to avoid them. The room was dark and
devoid of people. Valfe leaned up against the wall and held
his breath as the soldiers passed, and then a whine of pain
escaped him. How could it hurt so very, very badly?
He slid to the floor and Daeshun dropped on top of him,
worriedly whispering repetitions of Valfe's name. "It's
going to be all right, Valfe. I'm not going to let anything bad
happen to you."
"I'm fine. Really, it's just my leg. You can heal it as soon
as—"
"Yes, yes, I will, Valfe. I'll fix everything."
"Don't get all emotional on me now, Prince. You're
supposed to be comforting me."
"Oh, I'm doing a brilliant job of that, aren't I?" Daeshun
laughed through his tears. "I think we can go now. Can you
stand?"
Valfe nodded and gritted his teeth. He pulled himself to
his feet and hissed as his leg made contact with the floor.
"Just gotta make it to the elevator, right?"
"Stairs, actually."
"You're fucking kidding me."
There was indeed an old rusted set of stairs behind a
scuffed door, and the journey down seemed to take far
longer than made sense. It was a plain staircase in cement
rooms for three levels, and then a walk down a neverending hallway. They were both silent as they walked, save
for the occasional hiss of pain from Valfe. It was a steady,
gradually increasing pain, creeping slowly up his leg and
numbing his entire body. He wanted to sit, to close his eyes,
to drift into unconsciousness and away from the pain. But
he couldn't. He had to keep going. The little voice of
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despair was loud in his head, screaming at him. You are
going to die down here. You will never escape. You will
never save her. He ignored it.
When they at last reached the end of the hallway and
opened the rusting door, it was as if they had entered an
entirely different building. The cool white cement was
replaced with black pipes and deep shadows. The green
lights were no longer mixed with a cool white light but
shone from above, the only source of illumination.
Daeshun's face looked pale and wan. Valfe could only
imagine what his own looked like.
"Is this where we're supposed to be?" he asked,
leaning against the railing to rest his leg. They were on a
catwalk, he realized, and the darkness went on forever
underneath. "Are we even safe here?"
"This is where the plans said it would be," Daeshun's
lips were tight, his eyes shadowed eerily in the stark light.
"Maybe it is a trap. Does it matter?"
"Well, I'm not getting back up those stairs like this."
Valfe lifted his leg hesitantly and hissed. "So we might as
well keep going down."
"Oh, Valfe, I'm so sorry." Daeshun moved close to him
again and pressed his lips against Valfe's. Surprisingly, the
euphoria of the kiss helped to numb the pain, and Valfe
shoved himself up again and continued down the catwalk.
Daeshun followed him, silent again.
Daeshun helped him down the last two agonizing
flights of stairs, and then they found themselves dropping
down onto a smooth black floor. It was dark, the
greenlights far above barely illuminating their way. There
was a small glowing light ahead of them through a narrow
passageway, and they headed towards it.
Daeshun's supporting hands left Valfe as he took a few
tentative steps forward. "Valfe," he said, his voice was a
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mixture of amazement and confusion. "Valfe, I think I know
what this is!"
Valfe saw Daeshun's silhouette ahead, watched him
stretch an arm out and run his fingers along a panel on the
wall. There was a deep buzzing sound, and lights began to
flicker on all around them, green and white. Stories high
metal structures surrounded them and the ceiling was far
above them. Ahead of them, in the centre, was a mess of
screens and controls, slowly lighting up and beginning to
whir.
"Ha!" cried Daeshun. "I can't believe this!"
"What? What is it?"
"Valfe," Daeshun turned to face him, his eyes bright.
"This is a spaceship!"
Valfe said nothing, but he could feel his eyebrows
raising in disbelief.
"It is, Valfe! I know one when I see it. The fuel cells, the
controls. It's old, but … definitely a spaceship."
"You're not making any sense, how can there be a
spaceship under the prison?"
"It must have landed here," said Daeshun, walking up
to the controls to examine them. "Maybe crash landed?
Maybe the prison was built on top of them, because this is
the source of the greenlight!"
"Right." Valfe limped to the controls and leant up
against the monitor in order to take the weight off of his
leg.
Daeshun was busy examining the vast array of buttons
and screens. Valfe watched, fascinated, as his fingers
moved intuitively over the dull screens and blinking lights.
A moment later, a platform in the centre flickered and a
hologram appeared. It was a dark-haired woman wearing
strange, complex clothing.
"If you are watching this," she said, "then you have
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need of the greenlight. I had hoped it wouldn't come to
this. My name is Khaven Agena of Jarth, and I am the
leader of a select group of pure humans scientifically
chosen to populate Gatar."
Populate Gatar? What? Valfe stared at the recording,
trying desperately to understand. The words were a jumble
to him, but as the woman continued, he began to
understand.
"The human race has begun to mutate. A large
percentage of the population now possess dangerous and
terrifying … abilities. On the surface, these mutations may
seem like development, but make no mistake: the
mutations are impure, and they will eventually lead to the
collapse of humanity."
"What the fuck is she talking about?" growled Valfe,
although her words were oddly familiar. Impure.
Dangerous.
"She's a puritan," explained Daeshun, his eyes wide.
"They—" He stopped quickly as the woman continued to
speak.
"Our scientists have isolated the gene which causes the
mutation and have selected a population of men and
women from amongst the Jarth race who will make for an
uninhabited planet. Once there, they will populate it. This
craft will be buried, and new structures and cities will be
built. Our people will breed, and their children will be
taught nothing of our history or our journey. It is a chance
for the few of us left who are pure to start again on a new
planet."
"This can't be real," said Valfe. But the woman looked
so very earnest.
Daeshun shook his head, still staring at the woman's
ghost. "Valfe, this recording is so old. This is from when the
human race first began to develop magic. I knew there
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were people who rejected it, I learned about them in my
history classes, but I didn't think any had survived!"
"As a last ditch effort, we have included in this system a
weapon called the greenlight," the woman continued. "It
was developed to quell the mutations. As long as the light
is in contact with a mutant's skin, their abilities will be
nullified. In the case of a subject beginning to show signs
of mutation, the greenlight may be used on them until
they can be secured and … neutralized. This action is
necessary in order for our race to remain pure. I pray that
it does not come to that."
"Neutralized ..." repeated Valfe, his voice lifeless.
Daeshun lifted his hand from the screen, and the image
flickered and disappeared. Valfe could feel his leg twinging
a little, but it was mostly numb, the life fading from it.
Daeshun was staring down at the monitor still. "Ma'ya
thayan, if my family had only known what kind of planet
this was," he whispered, "we would have turned around
and left." He turned and strode towards one of the fuel
cells, lighting up a screen on one of them. "They've
accessed the system," he explained, pointing to the dark
cables that ran along the floor and up the walls. "If we can
cut it off … Search for the deactivation program on the
computer, please, while I interface with this monitor."
"Search for the what?" Grumbling, Valfe leaned against
the monitors and attempted to rifle through the
computer's interface. "System override in place, continue
or deactivate ..." he read out loud. "Oh, I think you did
something! It's asking if I wish to deactivate. Is it that easy?
Daeshun?"
Daeshun gave a strangled gasp. Valfe felt adrenaline
shoot through him, and he turned to see Gahen standing
directly behind Daeshun. Blood dripped from the wound
on his head, and his huge hand was clapped over
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Daeshun's mouth, the other holding Daeshun arms behind
his back.
"Daeshun!" Valfe cried, but Gahen simply increased his
grip on Daeshun as Valfe started towards him."Don't
move," he ordered. "I'll kill him."
Valfe froze. He had to think, had to do something. His
fingers hovered over the deactivate button, and he saw
Gahen's dark eyes flick downward to them.
"You touch that button," he warned, his voice full of
rage, "and I'll snap his neck."
Daeshun's eyes were wide and pleading. Valfe wished
their places were reversed. Daeshun would know what to
do. He was the smart one.
"I'll do it anyway," Valfe warned. "It's not like I have a
choice." But Daeshun ... could he really sacrifice Daeshun?
If it was all true, Daeshun was the most important person
on the planet. If he died, they could never leave. They
would die with the planet. They would all die.
"Of course you have a choice." Daeshun struggled, and
Gahen's hands tightened over his mouth. "Come now,
Valfe. After everything Daeshun's done for you, are you
really going to let him die?"
"As if you'd ever let him live," spat Valfe.
Gahen's voice had more than a touch of madness to it.
"Fine, then. Go ahead. Do it. It's about time you filth
rebelled, give us an excuse to wipe you all out for good—"
Daeshun gave a muffled scream from under Gahen's
hand. He began to thrash, and his legs flew out from under
him. In the moment of Gahen's distraction, Valfe reached
back in desperation and pressed the screen where he
hoped the confirmation button rested. It was the only way.
Their only chance.
"No!" shouted Gahen, but it was too late. The
computer made a soft, affirmative noise, and the
98

Prince of the Forgotten Planet

greenlights above them flickered and went out. Valfe let
himself fall to the ground. The numbness in his leg had
spread to the rest of him. Everything was darkness and
pain, and he wanted only to sleep.
There was a flash of white light, and Valfe flinched and
opened his eyes. A dim pale light illuminated the room,
and Gahen's body was on the floor, his head separated
from it. Daeshun was wiping his mouth with his stillglowing palms.
"Valfe," he gasped, his voice saturated with relief, and
he lunged towards Valfe, pressing their lips together. He
was crying. "Thank you," he whispered in between kisses.
"You saved me."
"I could have killed you, though," grimaced Valfe. It
didn't matter. Daeshun was alive. "My leg ..."
"Oh, right!" Daeshun kneeled down and placed his
palms, warm and glowing, on Valfe's leg. A moment later,
the pain receded into mild pleasure and blissful relief, and
Daeshun was standing, and kissing him again. It felt good,
but there was no time to think about that.
"Do you think the lights are off everywhere?" he asked.
"Yes, I think so." Daeshun spread his palms so that the
clear white light spread throughout the cavern. "We'd
better hurry."
"Daeshun," Valfe grabbed his arm as he turned to leave.
He wasn't surprised to find that Daeshun was shaking.
"Can you do this? Can you … fight them?"
"If I have to," said Daeshun. "Valfe," he pulled Valfe
close and pressed their lips together once again. "Oh Valfe,
they were only ever afraid of you."
"I know," said Valfe. "Now they have a reason to be."
But the words made his heart sink. Afraid. He'd been afraid
too. All his life. "Come on, let's finish this."
Together they raced towards the stairway. With his leg
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healed and adrenaline still coursing through him, Valfe felt
ready for anything. They took the stairs two at a time, and
before long they were bursting through the doorway and
into absolute chaos.
Warning lights flashed and alarms blared. Helmeted
Koleni raced past them to the centre, from which Valfe
could hear loud crashes and screams.
"Valfe, close your eyes," Daeshun ordered, and Valfe
did just in time to avoid a blinding white flash. When he
opened his eyes, the Koleni were on the ground, clutching
their hands to their eyes.
"Come on," said Daeshun, and together they raced
towards the thick metal doors. Glad for a chance to use his
magic, Valfe held his palms up and gathered as much force
as possible before blasting the doors to pieces.
The camp was a battleground. Valfe struggled to get his
bearings, to separate the colourful blasts of Vashra magic
from the sharp red Koleni lasers. Glass and metal fell from
the ceiling, shielded by swaths of magic, but there was so
much screaming, and Valfe didn't know if it was Vashra or
Koleni.
"I have to help!" cried Daeshun, and he dashed
forward. Valfe caught his arm just in time. He stared into
Daeshun's eyes, their depth seeming to dull the roar of
battle around them for a moment. "Be safe," he said,
meaning much more than just those words.
Daeshun seemed to understand. "I will," he said. "I'm
not going to lose now that I have you."
That was ridiculous logic, and Valfe knew it, but there
was no time to bother arguing. Valfe heard his name called
and turned to see Maten sprinting towards them. "Valfe!
Daeshun!"
"What are you doing here?" cried Valfe, "How did
you—?"
100

Prince of the Forgotten Planet

"Anni contacted me as soon as the lights went out!"
Maten seemed to know what was going on well enough to
pull them away from the worst of the fighting. "Valfe, I
know where she is!"
"I have to go!" shouted Daeshun. "I'll see you again
soon, Valfe!" he promised, and Valfe wished they had time
for one more kiss before he was gone.
Maten waited a moment, until there was a break in the
chaos around them. "It's this way," he announced.
"They've taken her to the torture room."
Valfe's stomach lurched. How long had she been there?
Together they sprinted across the battlefield. A Koleni
soldier, his helmet gone, suddenly appeared next to Valfe,
a pistol aimed at his stomach. Valfe screamed and shot a
swatch of black magic at his neck. The man's eyes glazed
over as he died, and Valfe felt sick. Maten grabbed Valfe's
arm and pulled him after him.
The hallways were nearly deserted by that point. Valfe
was running faster than he ever had before, adrenaline
and magic coursing through him like fire.
"This is it!" said Maten, gesturing to a plain white door
and doubling over with fatigue. His face was pale and
drawn, his hair damp with sweat. "Hurry, Valfe."
Valfe concentrated on the door, blasting his magic
against it. It took several blows to obliterate it, and when it
at last broke open, Valfe was immediately face to face with
a Koleni laser gun. He heard another charge in time to see
a second man pointing it at Maten.
"Fucking Vashra filth," spat the man in front of Valfe.
"Who are you?"
Maten straightened up to his full height. "Where is
Annite?" he demanded.
"Right here!" The sound of two lasers firing, and then
men in front of them dropped to the ground. Valfe turned
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to see Anni, a soldier dead by her feet and a gun in her
hand. "Valfe!" she cried, the relief causing her voice to
crack. "You didn't have to come after me!"
Valfe felt his fear melt away at the sight of her. There
was so much relief in him that it was nearly impossible to
think straight.
"How could we not?" cried Maten, and before Valfe
could blink he had rushed to her side. Anni warded off his
embrace, still holding the gun delicately in her hand.
"I told you no," she reminded Maten, further confusing
Valfe. "Not as long as you're a whore, we can't—"
"I'll stop, then!" retorted Maten, "I'll take up a new
profession on Nemaida."
"Oh, f'chen sp'ah," Valfe snorted. "She's my wife, let
me at her." He shoved Maten aside and embraced Anni
tightly. She was warm and shaking a little, her small arms
tight around him. The gun fell to the ground with a clank.
"I knew you'd come for me," she said, her voice
breaking.
"You probably got captured on purpose."
"Oh, shut up! Oh menai, I was so worried about you."
"You were worried about me?" sputtered Valfe. "How
do you think I felt?"
"I know, I know." Anni sighed and leaned into Valfe.
"Oh, please tell me it's all over now, Valfe."
"It is," said Valfe. "Or it will be soon."
By the time they emerged back in the camp, the area
was devoid of Koleni and the Vashra were busy blocking
the exits. The plan was to keep the Koleni at bay for a few
days, until Daeshun could use their magic to create their
spaceship. Everyone seemed to believe him, but Valfe
supposed that the power he had displayed had been
enough. And whether or not it was all true, they would
never be imprisoned again.
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Daeshun was crying when Valfe found him again. He'd
been deep in conversation with an elder, and his face was
alight with happiness. "Oh, Valfe!" he cried, embracing
Valfe and kissing him hard. Valfe let himself give in to the
kiss for a few moments before pushing him lightly away.
"People are watching," he muttered, embarrassed by
the crowd that had gathered around Daeshun and seemed
to be tracking his every move.
"So? I don't care, you're my lover," laughed Daeshun.
"If you'll have me, that is."
"Well, of course," said Valfe, his voice breaking and
betraying the emotion behind it. "But don't you need to
have Vashra children to pass on your royal magic or
whatever?"
"I can find someone, when the time comes," Daeshun
smiled. "Someone smart and powerful, who can teach
them the traditions."
"Well, I can think of someone, but you'll have to get
past Maten first." Valfe laughed and glanced at Anni and
Maten, who were deep in conversation.
Daeshun lifted a hand to Valfe's face and gently turned
it to face him again. "So you believe me now? About
Nemaida?"
"I'll believe in it the moment I see it," responded Valfe.
But he was only teasing. Somehow he did believe
Daeshun, with all his heart. It was as if something had
broken in him, but it wasn't a bad thing. Maybe together
they could build something better.
"Well, I'm going to prove it to you, Valfe," said Daeshun
as he pulled Valfe into another embrace. "You'll see. And
I'm going to leave a message for the Koleni too. I'll destroy
the greenlight source but … I think they ought to know that
there's a chance for survival off this planet, don't you? And
a spaceship that can carry them."
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Valfe was surprised to find he agreed, even though
he would never have thought of it himself. Maybe he
wasn't quite as bad a person as he had thought he was.
And there was always room for change. "All right," he
said. "So tell me about Nemaida."

Fin

104

105

