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            To Lumia and Lilia, my bright and beautiful daughters who asked me to write this story.
      

            Never hold back, think big, and forever let your imagination run wild.
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         “This has got to be the stupidest idea you’ve ever had.” Wallon backed to the ledge of the cliff. Three giant spiders had cornered them. “I mean it,” he continued. “Stupidest idea. Ever.”

         Miya snorted. She and her three friends were standing side by side. Behind them lay a dizzying freefall to certain death. The wind howled beneath them, and her purple tunic flapped violently even though she had tightened it on her waist with a worn leather string. Her grey hair snaked out from beneath the hood and was flying over her pounding heart. In front of them, three huge Crimsonnet spiders were preparing to strike.

         They were the size of a full-grown Alphamionian man and had crimson fur and hundreds of stone-cold unmerciful eyes studying even the tiniest movements of their prey. Poisonous saliva dripped from their glimmering black teeth, each drop making a sharp sizzling sound after splashing to the dry ground.

         “Weren’t you the one who wasn’t supposed to be scared of anything?” Miya asked.

         “Hey,” Wallon said. “I’m the only one of us who has ever been bitten by one.”

         “And here you are trembling in fear like a big coward.”

         “I almost died.”

         Miya scoffed. She wanted to annoy Wallon on purpose. He was always so full of himself, always claiming to be the one who managed to escape certain death and save the day.

         “I was lucky it happened near the hospital. That was the only reason I survived.”

         “Wasn’t it just a baby Crimsonnet that bit you?” Miya inched backwards closer to the edge, looking left and right. They were running out of time. She had to figure out something quick. “The size of a small kitten, I heard,” she continued. “Did it even have teeth yet?”

         “I was paralysed for a week,” Wallon said. “And had to spend the whole summer in a hospital!”

         “We shouldn’t have come,” Mallon said. He was Wallon’s identical twin, with the same golden blond hair and green eyes. Otherwise, he was nothing like his braggart brother. “Going into the woods at night is forbidden for a reason. And look at us now. What are we going to do?”

         “Don’t worry, I’ll figure out something,” Miya said. “Besides, this is a mountaintop, not a forest.”

         “Same difference,” Wallon said. “You got us here to watch some stupid spaceships.”

         Miya glanced over her shoulder. That much was true. She had wanted to marvel at the approaching vessels with representatives from many of the planets from all over Crux Nebula, arriving at Alpha Mion for the Bluebirth party. It was held in honour of a full solar eclipse that could only be seen from the surface of Alpha Mion every twenty-five years. “You wanted to come just as much as I did,” she said. “This is the best spot to see the whole sky and all the ships.”

         The Crimsonnet on the left jerked forward with all of its eight legs moving in sync. The children screamed. The biggest spider on the right rubbed its two front legs together. The middle one braced itself like a cat before an attack.

         Mallon moved away from the closest Crimsonnet and almost pushed his twin brother off the cliff.

         “Watch it,” Wallon shouted.

         The middle Crimsonnet slowly stretched its mouth open to its full extent. Miya could only stare and shudder. Seeing the dark red slimy throat that could churn child-sized animals into pulp was definitely scarier than just reading about it in school. A foul smell filled the air around them, burning inside Miya’s nose like spices in Ermund’s favourite exotic dish. She blinked as her eyes watered. “Whoa.” She pinched her nose. “I’ll never skip brushing my teeth again.”

         All four of them squeezed tightly together. Miya couldn’t move a single millimetre backwards. Her heels were already halfway over the edge. “Raelle?” She didn’t take her eyes from the Crimsonnet in front of her. “Your stargazer. It’s full of CRX, right?”

         From the corner of her eye, Miya saw Raelle give a slight nervous nod.

         “Give it to me.”

         Raelle slipped her backpack off and reached into it. With shaking hands, she brandished the stargazer they had been planning to use to zoom in on the approaching spaceships.

         Miya snapped the stargazer and weighed it in her hands. It was long and heavy like a sword. “Perfect. I’m going to smash it.”

         The three Crimsonnets stopped dead. None of the hundreds of black beady eyes so much as blinked. They had only moments before the attack.

         “The CRX will explode and scare the Crimsonnets away. Ready?”

         “Wait, what?” Raelle said. “It’s super expensive. My parents—”

         “Stop whining, dummy,” Wallon snapped. “It’s either the stargazer or our lives. Smash it, Miya. Smash it now!”

         Miya flipped the stargazer upside down, took hold of the far end of the telescope and lifted the stargazer over her head with both hands. The heavy binocular end with the CRX power cell swayed back and forth. Her palms were sweating against the shiny, smooth metal. She tightened her grip and glanced into Raelle’s frightened blue eyes. This was it. Their only chance. She bent forward, swinging her arms as hard as she could.

         The moment the stargazer hit the rocky ground, a hot blinding flash sucked all the air from around them. Miya’s ears popped, and her vision blurred. She dropped to her knees, steadying herself, careful not to fall.

         When she was able to see again, the first thing she noticed was Wallon’s angry face. He was shouting orders at his twin brother to move away from the edge of the cliff. He turned towards Miya. She saw that he was shouting, but she couldn’t hear anything.

         Miya squinted and forced her gaze to focus. The ground where the stargazer had exploded was black and smooth like someone had brushed away all the gravel and small rocks to make a clean surface.

         And the Crimsonnets were gone.

         “Let’s go,” she shouted. Or at least she hoped she did. It was difficult to tell as she couldn’t hear even her own voice.

         And then they were all running, fast. The Crimsonnets were gone for now but could come back any second. Miya had no desire to stay and find out what kind of other nasty predators the explosion had awakened.

          
      

         The path back down to their hometown, Gravelrock, was steep and narrow. Only the most agile and fit Alphamionians were able to climb to the top of Mount Ravenhill. It had taken them five hours to get there. Now they were racing down ten times faster.

         After they had been running for a while, Raelle couldn’t keep up anymore. She was gasping for air. “Wait up,” she pleaded from behind. “Please. Wait for me.”

         “Stop.” Miya turned around and held up her hands to stop the twin brothers from running past her. “We’re leaving Raelle behind.”

         The boys turned around to watch Raelle jog towards them with her backpack swaying from side to side. Raelle wasn’t the first choice when it was time to pick team players during school recess.

         “Okay, we’ll stop and give her a rest. But just for a few minutes,” Mallon said, looking like he was calculating Raelle’s stamina and the remaining trip length in his head. “It’s still a long way to go.”

         “Don’t worry, we should be safe here,” Wallon said, eyeing the rocky path circling the side of the mountain they were on. He slumped down and leaned against the rough mountainside. “And look, she’s finally here,” he said as Raelle caught up with them, staggering the last steps and almost rolling down to sit next to Wallon.

         Miya lay on her back on the ground and took a deep breath. The rock was as cool as the chilly night air. The wind had cleared away the clouds, and bright stars were shining in the clear night sky. Her breathing became slower, and she felt the pounding in her chest steadily quiet down. A wave of giddy relaxation washed over her, and she felt like laughing.

         “Look,” Wallon said.

         Mallon moved next to his brother. Their identical green eyes were focused on the night sky. “Amazing!”

         “Where? What are you looking at?” Raelle asked, scanning the stars above her. “I can’t see anything.”

         “Are you serious? Right there! Look!” Wallon was pointing just a little bit right from Phobulon, one of three moons orbiting their home planet. The same moon Leonis, the blue sun of Crux Nebula solar system, would soon hide behind during the solar eclipse. Phobulon was looming full and large just above the horizon, and it was as beautifully purple as ever. The other two moons were grey and light orange, but they were nowhere to be seen from their vantage point.

         Raelle sat up. She followed Wallon’s finger to the horizon, squinted, rechecked the direction, and squinted even harder.

         “There!” Wallon shouted and waved her finger. “Right there! How stupid can you be?”

         Miya saw it and gasped. She had never seen a spaceship so big before. It was approaching fast but completely silently.

         “Holy Corbulon, I see it,” Raelle shouted. “Right there,” she said, pointing towards the approaching vessel.

         “Oh, wow, you finally spotted the enormous flying ship covering half the sky,” Wallon said. “Good for you.”

         Mallon shot a warning glance at his brother and looked over at Raelle. “IBC Reaver,” he said. “It’s the only spaceship in the whole of Crux Nebula that has cannons. See the elevated level on top. That’s the command bridge. It’s built to be super agile.” The spaceship was shaped like a pirate schooner. With three sunlight-reflecting solar sails and two massive forward-pointing cannons gleaming under its hull, it was an unforgettable sight. “And the one over there is SS Lullaby. It’s from Nelium,” Mallon continued.

         “I heard that Lullaby can host thousands of people,” Raelle said, studying the enormous floating cruise ship in awe. Four teardrop-shaped sails were being pulled in as they watched. “I wonder why they’ve built the sails like that. Do you think they cry a lot at—”

         “Yes, that’s it, Raelle.” Wallon cut her off in mock excitement. “They’ve built the forward sails like that because they cry a lot and want to remind everyone of their tears!”

         “Leave her be,” Mallon said and swung his backpack off his shoulders.

         “I’m first,” Wallon said.

         “I carried it.”

         “Still.” Wallon opened his palm. “Give me my stargazer.”

         Mallon sighed. “Our stargazer.” He handed Wallon the long metal cylinder. “And be careful. Raelle’s is already in pieces. Just think how long we will be grounded if we break ours.”

         Wallon rolled his eyes, grabbed the stargazer, and took off the three lids from both ends of the cylinder, two from the binocular part and one from the far end of the telescope. He pushed the power button, and the stargazer hummed. Lights turned on and shone through each of the lenses. Miya could have felt the stargazer vibrate as it geared up to full efficiency had it been her holding the high-powered telescope. Wallon raised it in front of his eyes with his mouth wide open. “Oh, wow,” he said. “Oh, wow!”

         Miya crossed her fingers behind her head and let her thoughts wander. She didn’t have a stargazer. Her foster parents didn’t think she would need one. They gave her only the absolute bare necessities, whether it was clothing or schoolbooks. Always secondhand. And always in poor condition. Even her best dress was secondhand, grey and many sizes too big. Her foster parents had been forced to take her in. And they didn’t waste any opportunity to remind her about it.

         “And that ship, where is it coming from?” Wallon asked, holding the stargazer with his right hand and pointing up with his left towards a grey bulk carrier. It was perfectly symmetrical, almost cylindrical with a pointy nose and flat tail. Its singular, giant solar sail was being trimmed down as it settled down to orbit Alpha Mion. “What is that?”

         Miya knew the approaching ship well. She had never had trouble memorising starships or planets, stars or constellations. Those were the things she dreamed about during sleepless nights. “SS Pledge,” she said.

         “SS Pledge? From Utera ZX?” Wallon asked.

         “Uh-huh,” Mallon said, beating Miya to it. “And they must be in for a treat. Utera is mostly covered in ice. Even their cities are caved straight into the permafrost. Did you know that over the generations their eyes have adjusted to the lack of sunlight—”

         “Can I have a look,” Raelle asked, sitting up. “Please?”

         “It’s my stargazer, and I do what I want with it,” Wallon said.

         “Ours,” Mallon said with a long sigh. “And come on, let her have a look.”

         “Fine,” Wallon said. “Just be careful with it. Our father would not hesitate to give me a sound spanking if something happened to it.”

         Raelle swallowed and took the stargazer gingerly from Wallon’s hands. She crossed her legs with some effort and sat up straight. After trying a few times to hold the stargazer pointed upwards, she rolled to her soft backside. Lying on the rocky ground, she raised the stargazer back on her eyes and pointed it almost directly up towards the windy sky. “I see them! I see them! They look like they’re so close,” she said, extending her hand as if trying to touch one of the spaceships. “It’s so amazing.”

         Miya smiled at her friend. She got excited easily, and it was contagious. Raelle might not be the sharpest pen in the box, but at least she was genuine.

         “Zoeston’s family is on that one,” Mallon said, nodding towards IBC Reaver.

         No one said anything. Mallon was right, and they all knew it and what it meant.

         Zoeston was the young heir to the Kang Dynasty crown. His family had ruled the galaxy for three generations. “He must miss his family,” Raelle said behind the stargazer.

         “He’s an idiot,” Wallon said. “And a pompous jackass.”

         “You say that about everyone,” his brother said.

         “Well, this time, I’m definitely right.”

         “Agreed,” Miya said, nodding to herself. She had been bullied by Zoeston the whole time the young soon-to-be-dynasty-leader had been staying at Alpha Mion. “I’m going to be super happy when he finally leaves to visit some other sorry planet.”

         “I hear his time here is up,” Mallon said. “It’s all about his curriculum. He spends only one year on each of the planets he’ll be ruling when he is crowned.”

         “Good! Not going to miss him one second, that’s for sure.” Miya jumped to her feet. “Let’s head back home. We’ll need to sneak back in before anyone wakes up.”

         “And it’s the Bluebirth party tomorrow,” Raelle said, eyes sparkling, and stood up next to Miya. “We need all the sleep we can get! It’s going to be so awesome!”

         Raelle handed the stargazer to Mallon. He took a quick look up to the sky, sighed, put the lids back on the lenses, and carefully placed the delicate optics into his backpack.

         “Bluebirth party! Big whoop,” Miya said with mock enthusiasm.

         “Aren’t you excited?” Mallon said. “People coming from all over Crux Nebula, huge celebration, music, dancing, sweets, fireworks … Something fun for everyone.”

         “For you Alphamionians maybe,” Miya said. “But for me … I don’t even have a proper dress to wear.”

         “Hey, Miya! Don’t worry,” Raelle said and put her hand around Miya’s shoulder. “You can borrow a dress from me. You can have your pick!”

         “Err … thank you, but I think we’re a bit different … in size.”

         “No, silly! I didn’t mean the ones I wear now. I still have the old ones. My mother has them all stored away. She plans to give them to her granddaughters if she’ll ever get any.”

         “Knowing how much you fancy sweets, your older brothers are probably your mother’s only hope in that particular topic,” Wallon mumbled from behind them.

         Raelle threw a puzzled look over her shoulder in midstride. “I don’t understand.”

         “Big surprise there,” Wallon said.

         “Don’t listen to him,” Mallon said. He was walking half a step behind his brother. “He’s just mean. As usual.”

         “But it doesn’t make any sense. Why would my brothers be my mother’s only hope for granddaughters? I plan to have a family one day.”

         “How stupid are you?” Wallon’s voice was filled with a mixture of amusement and exasperation. “I meant that if you get any fatter, no one will ever marry you, and you’ll end up a lonely spinster. Am I clear enough now?”

         “Oh,” Raelle said and shut her mouth.

         “And what about you, Wallon?” Miya asked with her eyes flaming with anger. “You’re just a skinny boy with long, golden blond hair. You might as well be a princess locked in a tower and waiting for your prince. That’s what you are. A nasty, spoiled little princess.”

         For a moment, they all just walked in silence. The wind wound down the farther down they got. Miya didn’t know what to say. Raelle was scrunching her face up like a hand into a fist again and again. She couldn’t help it. The bullies at school sometimes did their worst just to make Raelle do just that, and they laughed at her and made her keep going.

         “Stop it,” Miya hissed while the boys weren’t listening. “Get a grip. He’ll just mock you if he sees you like that.”

         “I’m trying.” Raelle wiped her running nose on her sleeve.

         “Look, don’t listen to Wallon. He’s a poophead.”

         Raelle snorted.

         “And besides, I would love to borrow a dress from you,” Miya said. “So kind of you to offer. You’re a lifesaver!”

         Raelle glimpsed at Miya as if to check that she wasn’t joking.

         “I’ve never been to a nice party, you know,” Miya continued. “I’ve always wanted to go, but I never thought I would get the chance.”

         Raelle’s eyes lit up. “The music and people dancing in fancy clothes is always the best part. You just wait and see for yourself,” she said.

         “Speak for yourself.” Wallon raised his voice from behind them. The boys had caught up again now that they were getting closer to Gravelrock. First lights flickered through the trees. Most people were asleep, but some were still awake, marvelling at the spaceships clouding the otherwise starlit sky. “It’s the fireworks, that’s the best part! And tomorrow, with the royals present and all, it’s going to be mind-blowing. Mark my words!”

         “And the games,” Mallon said. “Those are great too.”

         “And the games! Yes! Yes, you’re right! I can’t wait to beat everyone in slingshot!”

         “Won’t be happening this time,” Miya said.

         “What do you mean?” Wallon asked. “Everyone knows I’m the best in Gravelrock. One day I’ll be the most famous slingshot shooter in the whole Alpha Mion! And I’ll travel all around the planet playing for huge crowds and living large while you stay here and work the mines or some other menial stuff. I have bigger plans for myself!”

         “Yeah,” Miya said. “Just keep hoping there’s no one better than you participating tomorrow.”

         “Like who, for example?”

         “Like me, for example.” Miya stopped midstride. She raised her hand to silently warn the others. They were about to come out of the woods into the open, and a man was crossing the street. All their homes were nearby and close to one another.

         All buildings in Gravelrock had the same basic structure: round like huge balls cut in half and planted side by side on the ground. Most houses were built of red bricks and had two stories. Children’s rooms were typically on the second floor with a large ceiling window through which they often watched the clouds, the stars, or even the raindrops. But Miya’s home was different. Her foster father Ermund had covered her ceiling window with a sturdy metal plate after she ran away three years earlier. She had been nine at the time and also guilty of swiping a spherie from her classmate’s backpack when no one was looking. Or so she had thought.

         “Okay, he’s gone now,” Miya whispered after the man had crossed the street and turned a corner. “Be careful sneaking back in. See you at school tomorrow.”

         “See you tomorrow,” Mallon said and tiptoed with his brother towards their home. The twins would be fine. They had snuck out countless times and had never got caught.

         “Miya,” Raelle said. She looked like she’d just realised there was a test at school in the morning and she hadn’t even started studying. “What am I going to say?”

         “What do you mean?”

         Raelle’s lower lip trembled, and she lowered her gaze. She was twisting her hands but remained silent.

         It hit Miya. “Oh no, the broken stargazer? Is that it?”

         Raelle kept her eyes down on her shoes but nodded once, her brown bun of hair bouncing up and down.

         “I’m sorry, Raelle,” Miya said. “I had to smash it. We could have been killed if I didn’t do something.”

         “I know,” Raelle said quietly.

         Miya sighed and looked around. She was weighing her options and thinking what would be the right thing to do. There really was only one sensible option. “This is what you have to do,” she said. “Just tell your parents I broke it. Okay?”

         Raelle raised her eyes to meet Miya’s and looked alarmed.

         “But not right away,” Miya said. “I’m sure they won’t notice it’s gone for a few days. Wait at least until after the Bluebirth party. Then you come clean and tell them your stargazer is broken, and I broke it.”

         “It’ll be super bad for you, you know it. Maybe I shouldn’t tell it was you. Maybe I could … I don’t know … tell them it was an accident or something.”

         “That won’t work. You won’t get away with an accident when it was yours to take care of. And you don’t want to be forced to explain why you were on top of Mount Ravenhill in the middle of the night. That’s for sure. Just pin it on me, and you’ll be off the hook. And besides, I did break it. Just tell them the truth. But only later. Don’t tell them right away. After the Bluebirth party. Okay?”

         “Ermund will give you the belt for sure when he finds out. And your foster mother will probably send you to the mines to work for the money. You’re going to get into so much trouble for this.”

         “Yeah, well, I’m always in trouble.” Miya forced a convincing smile on her face. “And besides, isn’t that what everyone keeps saying all the time. That I am trouble.”

      
   


   
      
         
            2.
      

         

         Outside Miya’s home, it was dark. There was no yard to speak of, only a sliver of a rock garden circling their house with a stone fence marking the border of their plot. The houses next door were all identical with narrow pathways crisscrossing between the stone fences. Streetlights had been out of commission since last year when a hurricane had whipped past Gravelrock. Miya’s foster parents, Ermund and Fulnere Mozrey, kept complaining about how people didn’t care and how someone should rebuild the lights as soon as possible. Miya didn’t mind the broken lights. The darkness helped her sneak around better.

         She vaulted over the stone fence and landed in a crouching position just underneath their living room window. Lights were on inside. She could see Fulnere and Ermund drinking cheap cactus wine. The more expensive bottles were stored high on a shelf for all the visitors to see but never to actually be opened.

         Miya peeked in, holding her breath. Fulnere was talking to Ermund, nagging as usual. She often got that way after a few glasses of the cheap stuff. Ermund looked tired, as was typical for him, especially on those nights when Fulnere accused him of promising her a life of luxury all those years ago.

         Good. They haven’t noticed I wasn’t home. She tiptoed to the backdoor going into their kitchen. Fulnere had placed a carved wooden statue of a young woman with her hair cascading over her chest by the door. Years of rainwater, wind, and salt had mistreated the once polished surface, and it was speckled like the backs of Fulnere’s hands. Miya tilted the statue backwards and fished a lockpick out from underneath. In a few seconds, the bolt slid away, and the door was open.

         Miya winced at the sight. The kitchen was full of dirty plates and bags of overflowing smelly trash. It was her job to do the dishes and take out the garbage among all the other housework. Fulnere had made clear from the beginning that Miya should be grateful they had taken her in. And as a token of her gratitude, Miya should do some of the housework, which turned out to mean all of it. Ermund would take out his belt in the morning if Miya didn’t manage to scrub the room spotless before breakfast.

         One step at a time, she moved out of the kitchen and into the hall that connected all the rooms downstairs. In the dark corner of the hall was the wooden ladder that led up to Miya’s room in the attic. She grabbed hold of it and took a graceful, barely lightweight, step up. She carefully avoided stepping on the almost loose rung that would make a noise. Two rungs were already missing, and Ermund wouldn’t bother to nail them back.

         As Miya was stretching her leg as high up as she could to compensate for the missing step, she stopped. Fulnere was complaining about not having the princess perfect life of riches she thought she was entitled to. Something in her tone was so bitter that Miya had to listen in.

         “Something’s got to change,” Fulnere said. “I won’t go on like this anymore. I just won’t.”

         “Calm down, darling,” Ermund said, followed by an angry clunk of his mug on the surface of the wobbly living room table. “Just wear a dress from your closet. You have many.”

         “Aargh!” Fulnere screamed. “Sometimes you’re so ignorant I could hit you!”

         “I don’t understand,” Ermund said. His footsteps rang out. Miya could imagine him with his arms wide and Fulnere fuming, ready to explode. “It’s just a party.”

         “It’s just a party,” Fulnere repeated. “That’s what you think? It’s just a party?”

         “Yeah. Just a party.”

         “It’s not just a party. It’s the party. It’s the Bluebirth party.”

         “So?”

         “Anyone who is anyone will be there. The Supreme Imperator himself and his wife are coming. I have to look my best!”

         “Yes, of course, and you will.”

         “No, I won’t!” Fulnere’s scream was followed by the sound of something hitting the wall and bursting into tiny pieces. Whatever Fulnere had just trashed, Miya would have to clean it up first thing when she woke. “I wanted that dress! I needed that dress!”

         “Yes, darling, you can want as much as you will, but—”

         “But we don’t have that kind of money,” Fulnere mimicked Ermund before he could finish his sentence. Fulnere’s voice was packed with contempt. “Isn’t it weird that everyone else has!”

         Silence followed. Miya knew Ermund was on the edge of losing his temper. “Well,” he said, his voice boiling with anger. “You want more money? You’ll need to get a job then.”

         Miya heard Ermund pour himself another mug of cactus wine. She could imagine Fulnere’s mind racing for evil, poisonous words to throw at him. This was a fight she had witnessed many times before.

         “I won’t … We … we can’t go on like this. I want more.”

         “Don’t we all,” Ermund said.

         “It was your fault we had to take her.”

         “Mine?”

         “Yes, yours,” Fulnere said. “If you had had a good job, they wouldn’t have thrown that filthy crawler at us! And all she does is eat, steal, and break things. She doesn’t pull her weight around here. Have you seen the kitchen? Have you? It’s a mess! If she doesn’t work the mines yet, she sure as hell better work around here! We pay for everything, and what does she do in return?”

         Ermund sighed loudly. The sofa creaked under his weight.

         “She was only a youngling when she came to our house. She wouldn’t have been accepted to the mines. You know that.”

         “Yes, yes, yes. That was then. But she’s soon old enough, isn’t she?”

         “Well, yes, she is. And we’ll send her there the first thing,” Ermund said. “That’s the only thing her kind is good for. Everyone knows that. We just need to feed and raise her for a year more, maybe two.”

         “But … but …” Fulnere was so angry she was stuttering. “But … why do we even bother to make her go to school? She’s a subhuman. Almost like an ape, for Corbulon’s sake! And we all know they don’t last long down there anyway. So why? Why!”

         “They become better workers, I guess—”

         “Better workers,” Fulnere spat out. “With basic education? The belt makes them better workers.”

         Miya heard Ermund stand up. By the sound of it, he was done for the night. The mug hit the table surface again, and his footsteps started towards the hall and their bedroom. Miya pulled herself up and through the ceiling door. It was cold and pitch dark inside, as always. She closed the hatch slowly. When the door was shut, she lay on the floor and put her ear to the crack.

         Ermund stopped right underneath her. “I’ll spank her well and good; don’t you worry about it. And you could give a hand there sometimes if you’re not busy gossiping and reading fashion news.”

         “It’s your job to keep servants in order and make money,” Fulnere yelled back from the living room. “Both of which you have failed miserably. We only have one servant. Her! And no money! I should never have believed your lies. I’ve wasted my best years with you!”

         Ermund growled. Miya turned her head and squinted through the crack. She could see a sliver of Ermund, his side. His face was bright red in rage. “And your job? What is your job? Host lavish parties and bask in other people’s envy? You never cared about anything except money!”

         “And you don’t understand that she is draining our last credits. Her! I care about money because we don’t have enough. I hate having to pay for that Litunian ape in the attic. I hate her! You better make her pay her bills, or I swear to Corbulon I’ll get rid of her one way or the other. We’re too good to take care of her anyway.”

          
      

         Miya lay down on her mattress and put her hands behind her head. Moonlight shone through the barred round window. Without glass in the window, the wind rustled the painted poster on the wall. It was a copy of a watercolour painting Miya had ripped off the school corridor when no one had been looking. Later there had been hell to pay, and everyone had suspected her of stealing it. They were, of course, not wrong. She had never admitted anything, but she still had got detention and bathroom cleaning duty as a punishment.

         Miya closed her eyes and listened to the picture fluttering against the wall. The details of the image became alive in her mind. Litunian children were playing at the edge of a waterfall with a lush, green jungle in the background. That was exactly how she remembered her childhood home: bright colours of nature, laughter and happiness.

         The only other picture in Miya’s room was a photo of her as a toddler with her parents. The colours were almost all gone; they were fading slowly and steadily, like her memories. Sometimes, late at night, lying awake in her room, Miya worried if her remaining memories were even real or if she had made them up. Maybe they were just her wishes or fantasies of how everything must have been for her and her family. Maybe it hadn’t been warm and loving. Maybe she was just fooling herself.

         Something flashed in the moonlight. A soft, almost inaudible, thump followed. Miya waited and listened with a smile creeping onto her face. A low purring began as two sets of gentle paws found their way on top of her. Stripes, Miya’s pet sabretooth tiger cub, settled down on her usual place on top of Miya’s stomach and curled into a ball. The little animal could come and go easily through the glassless window.

         “Hello, Sweetie, how was your day?” Miya asked, scratching Stripes underneath her chin. Miya had named her based on the pattern on her fur. Her teeth were like tusks, which many bigger predators had, but smaller. Slightly yellowish, sharp and intimidating. “Any major fights today?”

         Stripes pushed back against Miya’s hand. Her fur was warm yet a little moist. Maybe it had started to rain outside. Or Stripes had gone swimming earlier. The young sabretooth cub was drowsy. Soon her eyes would fall shut without a care in the world.

         “Seems you have your belly full of food. That makes at least one of us,” Miya said, watching the satisfied smile on the cub’s face. Miya’s stomach was growling, but there was no way to sneak back down to steal some food. She would have to wait until breakfast and hope against hope that Fulnere would be in a better mood. Hopefully good enough not to withhold Miya’s breakfast.

         “You know what, Stripes?” Miya said, watching the little animal’s torso move up and down slowly with her breathing. “Sometimes, I wish I could be like you. Free.”

         Stripes’s ear flapped. It wasn’t an answer—just a reflex.

         “Free to go where I want. Free to do what I want.”

         Miya swallowed hard and focused her eyes back on the ceiling. Now she could hear them. Raindrops. Soon the coldness would seep in. She’d better put on another layer of clothes and tuck herself tightly under her blanket. But she didn’t really mind. She liked listening to the rain.

         “I wonder if you know where your family is, Stripes.” Miya’s thoughts were drifting. “I can barely remember mine. And you always spend the nights with me. Don’t you have a mother and father somewhere to go back to? I guess you don’t,” Miya answered herself. “Otherwise, you would all be curled up together in a cosy nest somewhere else. It’s just you and me, Stripes. Just you and me.”

         Ever so carefully, Miya slid from under Stripes and placed her back on the mattress. Stripes purred dreamily and didn’t stir. Miya smiled at the cub. She loved having Stripes in her room, even though it sometimes meant giving Stripes a portion of her own food and risking being caught by Fulnere and Ermund. They would surely punish her for letting such a vermin into their house, as Fulnere liked to say.

         Miya prepared for the cold night ahead. She untwined the leather rope, which acted as a makeshift belt, from her waist. From underneath her tunic, she removed the hard leather sheath that hung hidden on her waist. She needed her blade to go unnoticed, not to be taken away from her. Although she had never used the knife, it felt good to know she could defend herself if she ever got in real danger.

         And she liked the feel of the weight of the dagger on her waist. It grounded her and reminded her of her birth parents. The lightning knife and the ring on her necklace were the only items she had from her parents. She had carried them with her to Alpha Mion seven years earlier. Even at the age of five, she had been quick to hide her only belongings from prying eyes and hang on to them whatever the cost.

         Miya pulled the lightning knife from its sheath. It glimmered in the moonlight. Carefully she trailed her finger along the lightning shape of the blade. It could cut through paper without making a crumple. She placed it on the floor beside the mattress and pulled on heavier clothes and woollen socks for the night.

         Miya snuck back underneath the blanket and placed Stripes on her feet. She closed her eyes and reached for the old, tarnished ring hanging on her neck. Sleeping with the ring inside her fist was her nightly ritual. Every little dent and crack of the ring had imprinted itself on her fingers. The ring had some writing on it she couldn’t read. Her parents had explained that it was ancient. And it held tremendous power within. She still remembered one of the last conversations she’d had with her father. It had been a warm evening full of birdsong and sweet flowery aroma.

         “Why are you giving me this?” Miya asked wide-eyed. “It’s too big for me.”

         “I want you to have it and take good care of it,” her father said.

         “It’s beautiful.”

         “Yes, it is. And powerful.”

         “Powerful? This ring? How?”

         “Powerful in ways many can’t imagine. But only in the hands of the right person. Don’t you worry about it in the least, dear.”

         “But … I don’t want it. What if I lose it?”

         “You won’t.”

         “But I might.”

         “Miya, darling. I know you, and I trust you. And you’re the only one I can trust this ring with. No one else.”

         “Really? Me?”

         “Yes, Miya darling. You.”

         “Why not Mama?”

         “You’re right, Miya. Of course. Mama, I would trust,” Miya’s father said. “But she is not … here. Right now. And I must not have it tomorrow. I must leave the ring to the only person I trust who is here. Now.”

         “That’s me,” Miya said, her voice rising with satisfaction.

         “Yes, you,” Miya’s father said. “But promise me that you will keep in mind these two things. Never tell anyone you have this ring. It’s our secret.”

         “I won’t, Papa, I promise.”

         “And never, never, put it on.”
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     The following morning the weather outside was cold, wet and windy. The sky loomed dark and depressing except for the three gigantic spaceships hovering above. Once in a while, smaller shuttles soared back and forth between one of the ships and the barren surface of Alpha Mion.
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    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Corbulon Chronicles: The Legend of the Spacejumper.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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