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Chapter One: Destin

Dealing With Our Fathers

“Hey, Tess! Can you pass me that driver?” I called.
“Yup. Incoming!” Tessia tossed it my way. I caught the tool without

looking at it. “Whatcha doin’, anyway?”
“Well, if something happens when we’re on the Concord, you’re

gonna need a way to defend yourself. And sometimes your katana just
won’t cut it.” I tightened a screw on the grip of the gun and it made a
clicking noise. I spun around and handed Tessia the pistol; she studied it.

“This is so cool,” she said, taking aim and pretending to fire. Her slim,
sunkissed arms extended as she squeezed one of her hazel eyes shut. A
strand of hair fell over her shoulder while she swiveled around; it was mid-
length and full, dark brown like mine, except her wavy ends were streaked
with purple.

“Right?” I smiled, glad that I impressed my big sister. Again.
“HEY DES! TESS! COME OVER HERE! I THINK I BROKE OUR

TOASTER!” our Dad yelled at us from across the room.
“What did you do this time?” Tess scolded.
I ran over to assess the damage our father had subjected our third

toaster to. The thing was still smoking, and I coughed.



“Holy Asrea, Dad! What did you do?!” I exclaimed, referencing the
queen of the gods.

“I uh… I thought it would be a good idea to thaw a snack in it since I
busted the proen yesterday.”

“You did WHAT?” I screeched.
Tessia facepalmed, groaning at our father’s cooking incompetence.

She’d mainly taken over our kitchen after Mom passed away.
Dad’s formidable command of the super starliner Concord was

unmatched, but his cooking or technical skills left much to be desired; he
left those to us.

“Fine,” I huffed. “I’ll start fixing it.”
My Dad smiled. “Thanks. I know, I know, I won’t do it again.” Tall

and strong with sandy-brown hair, my father started to walk away toward
the direction of the hangars. He was wearing his captain’s uniform, the navy
jacket unbuttoned. “I need to do some last-minute preparations before we
leave.”

“Aren’t we leaving in four days?” I asked.
“Nope! Tomorrow! Things have been speeding up nicely. The first

planet I think we should stop by is Zaccoth.”
“The ice planet? You trying to freeze me to death? You know I hate

the cold!”
“So you’re coming?” Dad’s face lit up.
“I guess so. I asked Zephyr to lead one of our escort ships–”
“Wait,” Dad cut me off. “Zephyr as in Zephyr Haldensdottir? You

mean the admiral’s kid? Wow. We haven’t seen her in a long time.”
“I actually saw her a few days ago.” I unscrewed the bottom of the

toaster. “OH, GOOD GODS, Dad! THIS THING IS DONE FOR! I swear
to the gods themselves, if you destroy another appliance, I will take the
starliner and leave without you.”

Before I could say anything else, there was a knock on the door. My
Dad turned from the direction of the hangar to answer it. Using retinal scan,
he unlocked it and the slab of metal slid open. He blinked at the tall,
confident fourteen-year-old girl standing in front of him. On Velus,
adulthood starts at age ten.

She had her long, dark brown hair tied up in a high ponytail, her iron
pauldrons gleaming in the sun, tall combat boots, and a sword sheathed in a



scabbard on her back; there were two belt straps on both legs, each holding
a dagger. My friend also had a white rope wrapped around her waist.

“Oh, hey, Zeph!” I called over my shoulder.
“Zephyr?” My Dad sounded more surprised than he should’ve.
“Good afternoon, Captain Kincaid. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

Zephyr smiled, her bright green eyes sparkling. I stood up and walked over
to her.

“Nice sword,” I said, giving her a high-five.
Born into a military family, Zephyr was training with a sword before

she could even walk. Her father, the admiral of the United Dragon Navy, or
UDN, and leader of Velus, had shaped her into one of the planet’s strongest
warriors, even at her young age. She was a born leader and fighter, and
adored the idea of traveling to other planets. That was the reason I invited
her to join my father’s expedition on the Concord.

“Thanks,” she unsheathed it, giving the blade a swing before putting it
back in its case. “It was my mother’s first.”

Just like everyone else on Velus, I knew that Zephyr’s mother, Toriyal,
had left the military way of life right before she married. She was still a
good fighter, and could be lethal when need be, but nowadays, she mostly
enjoyed interior decorating or trying to force Zephyr to wear a dress.

I could see my Dad eyeing the white rope around her waist. Suddenly,
a small head with blue eyes poked out from behind Zephyr and gave a small
puff from tiny nostrils. Dad jumped.

“When did you get a neidren?” he asked, watching the lithe creature.
“Nearly two years ago.” Zephyr unwound the neidren from her hips

and placed the scaly noodle on her iron-clad shoulders.
“Hi, Siren!” I said. The neidren puffed at me, and then yawned,

revealing no fangs. But it was enough to officially make my Dad decide to
leave.

Neidrens were a subspecies of the Silverclaw dragons that inhabited
Velus. Adult Silverclaws had large wings, powerful limbs, bodies decorated
in spines, and they were about the height of a two-story house. Neidrens
were tiny in comparison, measuring more than half the height of an average
Velusan adult.

Neidrens had long scaly bodies and no limbs or wings, but their heads
were adorned with a small set of icyblue spines similar to their ancestors.



Their tails ended at a whip-thin point, with a fan-like flare coming from
either side. The flare had four points on each side, and the colors varied in
shades of blue and silver.

Their venom levels were high, and they had retractable fangs; the
admiral wanted them removed for the safety of his daughter, however, after
Zephyr pulled a few strings, the operation never happened.

“I’m gonna head to the hangar. You two have fun and please… fix the
toaster,” he waved, leaving the way Zephyr had come.

“The toaster?” Zephyr raised an eyebrow.
I dismissed the subject.
“Just don’t ask…” We walked into the living room. “Can I see your

sword?”
Faster than I thought possible, Zephyr drew her sword. I stepped back

a bit, afraid of being slashed. She held it out to me, and I took its grip in my
hand. The leather was soft and strong, and the shimmering icy blue blade
looked exceptionally sharp. But for Zephyr, nothing was too sharp. I lifted
it and then brought it down quickly, slicing through the air.

“It’s really light,” I said, swinging it. I nearly hit Zephyr, but she
dodged out of the way easily. Siren gave me a look. I didn’t even know
neidrens could give looks.

“Yeah, Diatanium is the best. Light, strong and pretty much
unbreakable.”

I nodded. “I made the Caroline out of Diatanium.”
Tess entered the room. I had no idea where she’d been. I didn’t even

know she’d left.
“Hi, Tessia!” Zephyr waved, her green eyes swirling into purple.
“Hey, Zeph. Hey, Siren. Destin! Put that sword down! Or do I have to

remind you what happens when you’re with pointy objects,” Tessia folded
her arms across her chest. I grudgingly handed back Zephyr’s sword, and
she dropped it into her scabbard.

Siren looked at my sister and puffed, her little black tongue flicking in
and out.

“C’mon, Zeph. I wanna show you the magnificent and absolutely
glorious Caroline.”

“Please do,” she smiled.



We started walking to the back door of the house, which led to the
docks. There were many ships at the docks, but there were also the hangars
where my Dad had headed. I knew he didn’t like neidrens, which was why
he left so abruptly.

While we were walking out of the house, I stopped and turned to
Zephyr.

“I have a question for you.”
“Fire away.”
“What do your eye colors mean? I know they’ve been shifting for

years now, but I’ve been noticing that they’ve been more distinct these past
few weeks as your emotions change.”

“Gray is distressed, blue is neutral, green is happy, purple is excited,
and the dark red is when I’m angry.”

Note to self, I thought. Stay away from Zephyr when her eyes are red.
She’s deadly without her weapons. But with them is an entirely

different story.
Once we arrived at the Caroline, Zephyr gasped.
“Oh, my gods, Des! She’s amazing!” The young warrior ran her hand

over the strong hull, admiring the handiwork. Our ships were powered by
steam and solar sails, and use an Atlas Core to fly. I beamed, happy that she
liked it. “How fast can she go?” Zephyr asked.

I patted the Diatanium sides. “Twenty-four knots in the water.”
“Nice. Can we take her out for a test run?”
Before I could answer, a strong and commanding voice called,

“Zephyr!”
My friend’s formally violet eyes switched to blue, hints of red at the

edges of her iris.
She whirled on the voice that had called her name. It was her twenty-

year-old brother, Damari. I’ve seen the two of them spar multiple times, and
even though her brother was older and stronger, she’d bested him way more
than he’d like.

As Admiral Halden’s second-in-command, Damari Haldenson was
broad-shouldered, muscular, and the spitting image of his sister. His dark
hair was cut short at the sides, longer on the top. His blue eyes were filled
with the same warrior’s spark that Zephyr had.

“What, Ari?” Zephyr snapped.



“Where have you been?” he shot back.
“Are you serious?! I told Dad I was here to see Destin.”
“Not my problem. C’mon, we have dinner with the Orilian

Ambassador tonight.” Damari grabbed Zephyr’s hand and tried to pull her
away.

She drew one of her knives and chucked it at her brother. He caught
its hilt effortlessly, but then noticed that her eyes were a dangerous red. He
dropped her hand immediately.

“Don’t give me that,” he said, handing the dagger back to his sister.
Tessia and I were just watching this like an intense sporting match.

“I’ll be there in a few moments.” She looked over her brother’s
shoulder. “Did you actually bring like a third of the army to retrieve me?!”
She huffed. “FINE. I’m coming, just let me say goodbye.”

Damari turned on his heel and left. “Dad’s anger is on your head,
Zeph. Siren, too.”

“Don’t you drag her into this,” Zephyr admonished. She looked at me,
her red eyes fading to the same blue as her brother’s.

“I know, you have to go. Sheesh, I can’t believe the brigade your
brother brought to get you. I know you’re stubborn, but really?”

Zephyr laughed. “Yeah, sometimes. I better go before I’m grounded.”
I gave her a quick hug before she sprinted off.
At some distance, I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but they

were elbowing each other, and then laughing. Zephyr gave Damari a hard
punch in the shoulder. He punched back.

They have a strange relationship… I thought. Above me, I heard the
boom of a break in the atmosphere, but didn’t pay too much attention to it
until Tessia tugged on my sleeve.

“Des, look,” she said, pointing up at the sky. Battleships accompanied
by Destroyers and some Heavy Cruisers had entered the Velusan
atmosphere.

I glared at the ships. I hadn’t seen those colors before. And they
certainly weren’t the white and gold colors of Orilia.

“Who are they?” I wondered.



Chapter Two: Zephyr

How to Crash a Dinner Party

“Did you have to be that obnoxious?” I asked my brother, Damari.
We were sitting in the back of one of our Dad’s escort vehicles. My brother
didn’t respond. “Look, I know it’s just an act, but you could be a little less
of a jerk when we’re in public, you know.”

The meaner you are to each other, the more the people will assume
you could act the same way to them. Life is a contest of power. It’s how you
assert dominance. My father’s words rang in my head.

Damari shrugged and rolled his eyes. “I really don’t understand Dad’s
rule of ‘you must be mean to each other in public.’ It’s so stupid.”

“I second that,” I said, stroking Siren, who was curled up in my lap.
“Do we actually have dinner with the Orilian Ambassador tonight?”

“Yup.”
“Funnnn. He’s just gonna talk about how tropical and wonderful their

planet is compared to ours,” I muttered.
I thought back to being with Destin and how Damari acted with me.

My brother noticed.
“Yes,” he said. “It has to be in front of everyone.”
“But it really doesn’t,” I responded.



“Well, talk to the admiral about it,” Damari said. “Also, change out of
your armor. Dad wants you in a dress. So does Mom.”

My eyes turned gray. “What?!” I exclaimed. “NO. I am not wearing a
dress, thank you very much.” I folded my arms over my chest.

“Well, you can’t wear your armor,” Damari said, tapping at my
shoulder. “Mom already has a dress picked out for you. Be prepared for
sparkles.”

I moaned. “What are you wearing, Ari?”
He grimaced. “A tux.”
I laughed. I had only seen Damari in a tuxedo a couple of times, and it

was hilarious how much he didn’t like it. Honestly, I was the same way. I
would trade sparkly dresses and jewelry for my armor and sword any day.

“At least Siren will be with me…” I said, mostly to the neidren. Siren
puffed at me, then slithered up my arm and rested over my shoulders.

“Eeehh…”
“What?”
“Dad said that Siren can’t come with you to dinner.”
I felt like I got punched in the gut. I have never been anywhere

without Siren. Ever since I first got her, we’ve been inseparable.
There is an injustice in the world and it must be righted, I thought, my

eyes flashing between gray and red.
“Siren is coming with me to dinner. I don’t care what Dad says.” I

kissed the top of Siren’s head, and she gave me a puff.
An idea sparked in my brain, but I decided not to share it with

Damari. He would most definitely laugh.
“You’re on your own, then.”
I shrugged. “I don’t mind that. The only thing I do mind is Siren not

being at the dinner with me.” I thought about our guests. “Does the
ambassador not like neidrens? Is that why Dad doesn’t want me to bring
Siren?”

“I dunno,” Damari said, flatly.
When we arrived at our residence within the Velusan Citadel, Mom

rushed out to greet us, black hair flowing behind her. She started telling me
that it wasn’t good for a young lady to be in armor all the time and that I
needed to dress up more often. Then she told Damari that we were late and



that he needed to get into his tuxedo immediately before the ambassador
and his party arrived.

She ushered me into my room and started taking off my armor for me.
“Moooom, I can take off my own armor!” I protested.
“Nonsense. Now, take off all that… black.”
“Tactical camouflage,” I cut in.
“I’m going to get your dress,” Mom finished, ignoring my comment.
I obeyed, grudgingly, taking off my combat boots and the black

clothing I wore underneath my pauldrons. In record time, I unbuckled the
straps that held my knives, and removed my scabbard from my back with
the sword still sheathed.

Mom returned about a minute later, holding an icy blue dress with
lace sleeves adorned with pearls. The bottom fanned out, and rhinestones
decorated my torso and chest.

I had to be honest with myself. It was a very pretty dress, probably the
most beautiful I’d ever seen, and I would wear it if I were forced to, which
was exactly what was happening right now.

I put it on and Mom undid my ponytail, letting my long hair fall down
to my waist. Then, she took a shimmering hair clip and pulled back any hair
that fell into my face. The heels were simple and white, which I was
thankful for. When Mom left the room, I took one of my belts and strapped
it on underneath my dress with the dagger attached. It was easily hidden by
the skirt, and the weight and feel of it against my leg made me feel more
secure.

Just in case, I thought.
Then, I took Siren off my dresser and placed her around my neck. My

idea from earlier was to dress up Siren as well. I found a box in the back of
my closet that was labeled BABY CLOTHES. I found my brother’s two-
year-old bow tie and tied it around Siren so that the bow was on her
underside.

Mom came back, holding a vial of what suspiciously looked like
glitter.

NO, I thought. NOT GLITTER.
My mother dumped the vial over my head, sending a waterfall of

shimmering silver on my hair, Siren, and my shoulders. I batted it away



from my eyes, swiping and rubbing at my face. Siren sneezed, sending a
cloud of glitter across the room. My neidren looked like a disco light.

“Oh!” Mom breathed. “You look incredible.”
“I feel suffocated,” I said. “Was that really necessary?”
Mom’s silvery eyes flashed as she gave me one of her ‘you will love

it’ Mom-looks. I sighed and stepped out of the room. Mom didn’t comment
that Siren was on my shoulders, despite the explosive sneeze.

We walked downstairs, into the opulent dining room, and took a seat.
The dark wood of the table was the same color as my hair. My head turned
to see the smirking ambassador walking in, head held high. He was tall and
lean, gliding on spindly legs. The Orilian diplomat had icy blue eyes,
bleached hair, and a blinding smile that he flashed at everyone in the room.

You’re just as arrogant as when I first met you three years ago, I
thought.

“Ah, Admiral Halden. It’s good to see you again.” The ambassador’s
voice was smooth and manipulative, and his favorite topic was his own
planet and its superiority to the rest of the pentarchy.

I discreetly rolled my eyes in my brother’s direction. Damari was
sitting to the right of me. He knew just as well as I did that this was going to
be a very long and boring dinner.

On my left, the ambassador sat down. I steeled myself, setting my
eyes to their neutral blue.

Oh, gods, take me now, I thought. The ambassador reached for my
hand and kissed it. It took all my willpower not to jerk it out of his grasp.

“Miss Zephyr,” the pretentious ambassador said. “Such a pleasure.”
“Please,” I responded, trying to look like I was enjoying his company.

“The pleasure is all mine.”
Siren puffed at the ambassador and his eyes widened. Using this to my

advantage, I stroked Siren, telling her what a pretty girl she was.
“You… have a neidren?” One of his eyes twitched. I tried extremely

hard to not burst out laughing.
“Yes. She’s very good.”
“Won’t she try to strangle you?” the ambassador questioned, keeping

back from Siren.
I shook my head. “Not at all. Would you like to hold her?” I could see

that the ambassador was trying to be polite. In an attempt to reassure him, I



said, “She won’t hurt you. I take her everywhere with me. We’re
inseparable. She may look intimidating, but Siren is a sweetheart.”

The Orilian Ambassador warily held out his hands, and I placed Siren
in them. She gave him a puff, then moved around a little bit. The
ambassador smiled.

“She really isn’t that scary,” he said.
“See? She wouldn’t hurt a soul.”
“You know, the jungles of Orilia have tons of magnificent serpents.

Way more than Sailara. All of theirs are probably underwater and you never
see them. Orilia is so much better, isn’t it. Is that a bow tie?” the
ambassador asked. I nodded, laughing a bit, trying to ignore his arrogance.

“I thought it would look good on her.” I looked over at the head of the
table a few seats away from me. My father, Admiral Halden, was looking at
me talking to the ambassador. I could see from his expression that he didn’t
like how I disobeyed him and brought Siren to the dinner party.

I watched as a guard walked over to my father, and whispering
something in his ear. My father’s eyes widened, and then he excused
himself from the table. He was very tall and muscular, with juniper-colored
eyes and peppered gray and black hair.

A few moments later, an air raid siren blasted through the house and
the city. My neidren slipped from the ambassador’s hands to around my
neck, hiding her head in my hair. I immediately jumped up, left the table,
and ran to my room, unsheathing the dagger along the way.

I stripped off my dress and heels, grabbing my black clothing and
buckling on my armor, fastening a belt around my hips. I ripped out the clip
in my hair and shook out as much glitter as I could. Tying it into a quick,
high ponytail, I then strapped my scabbard to my back, keeping my sword
drawn. I unbuckled then rebuckled the belts around my legs that held my
knives and laced up my combat boots. Slapping on my gauntlets, I looped
Siren around my waist above my belt. She clung on tightly. I grabbed a
comm and stuck it on my ear before kicking my bedroom doors open and
running into the chaos that had unfolded in the hallways. Everyone dashed
to the doors to head for the docks, trying to leave the city.

I tapped my comm. “Ari! What’s going on?!”
Static filled my ear for a horrifying moment before I heard my

brother’s voice. “The Grebles have invaded Velus! Leave… don’t wait



for… get off Velus… love you, sis…” The comm cut out.
“Ari! Damari Haldenson, answer me! That is an order!” I cried. There

was nothing but static. “Ari! ARI!”
I tried contacting my Mom. Nothing. I tried my father next.
“Dad! Where are you?!”
“Zephyr! Is that you?” My father’s voice filled my ears, and I sighed

with relief.
“Yes, Dad! It’s me. I’m sorry I disobeyed you–”
“Baby, there’s no time for that. Listen to me very carefully. I need you

to take your brother and leave Velus. The safety of the heirs of Velus comes
first. Get on your ship and get out of here!”

I was shocked to hear my father call me that. He hardly ever used
endearments. “I don’t know where Ari is!” I ran out of the house, seeing
bullets and fire raining down from above. Using my sword to deflect the
bullets, I ran through the fire, slashing the air wildly.

“Zephyr, head to Orilia. Your brother will meet you there. Just, please.
Leave Velus.”

“Okay, Dad. I love you.”
“I love you t–” the comm with my Dad cut out.
“Dad! Dad, please answer! Admiral Halden, answer me!” There was

nothing but static. My eyes flashed their dangerous red as I sprinted toward
the docks, hoping to at least find Destin and Tessia. I could hear soldiers in
the distance, shouting at one another to protect the ambassador and the
admiral.

I ran faster and could see the docks just beyond some buildings.
C’mon, Destin. Don’t you leave just yet, I thought, racing against the

bullets.
I jumped off a wall and hit the dock with a thud. I tucked and rolled,

just as my brother taught me to do. I ran to where the Caroline was
stationed in the waters of Velus, only to see her lifting off into the skies. I
heard the roar of her plasma rigid-rotor as Destin throttled up and the ship
took off at full speed.

“UGH!” I shouted. Siren coiled herself tighter on my waist, and I
could sense her fear. “It’s okay, girl. We’ll get out of here.”

I thought back to what my father had said before I lost contact with
him. Then, the gear clicked. Of course! My ship, the Willow! The one Dad



had given to me for my tenth birthday, to mark the beginning of my
adulthood on Velus.

I tapped my comm, trying to get Destin, Tessia, or Mr. Kincaid.
Finally, on the second attempt, I got through to Destin.

“Des! I’m running to my ship. She’s not too far from where the
Caroline was before you took off because she’s right next to the Concord.
And yes, I watched you lift off.”

“Sorry, Zeph. Didn’t know you were there. Meet us in orbit. We can
land the Caroline on the Willow’s back deck.”

“Okay, I’m nearly at the dock. My father told me to head to Orilia
with Ari, but I can’t find him anywhere.”

“We’ll see you… OH, GODS–!” Destin screamed while the comm
broke up. I watched as the Caroline swerved sharply to avoid a missile.

As soon as I got to my ship, I yelled to the lead engineer to start all
engines and get us out of here. I looked out of the bridge window to the port
side and watched the massive Concord move away from the dock and start
to lift off.

“What’s the holdup?!” I yelled to the engineers.
“I’m sorry, Commander. It takes time for the evaporator cores to

steam up. Without enough steam running through the turbines, she won’t
move!”

“Speed up the process, then!” I snapped. In war, there was no room
for politeness, just getting the job done. I turned to the firing office.

“Tell all gun crews to fire at anything Greblin,” I ordered.
“Yes, ma’am,” the firing officer said in acknowledgment.
Then I turned to the navigator. “Look for an eighty-five-foot

brigantine cutter called Caroline on the radar!”
“Yes, Commander! What would you like me to do when we find her?”
“Track her! And tell the helmsman to follow her.”
Suddenly, out of nowhere, the ship rumbled. I looked out the forward

bridge window and saw both of the main guns pointing at a large ship called
the Mennus off the starboard bow. It was hovering over Velus, spectating
the destruction, fires being caused by its flanking ships.

“What is that?!” I screamed at the navigator.
“It’s the Greblin command ship!” he said.
Gods… help us all.
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